Posada Beyond La Catrina

By Carla Santana
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A century since his death, José Guadalupe Posada left a wide heritage, not only
engravings and skull, but he was a pioneer of editorial and graphic design in
MEéxico.

José Guadalupe Posada Aguilar was born on February 2nd, 1852 at 10 pm, in former Los Angeles
Street

—which nowadays is called Posada Street- 47 and 49 in Aguascalientes City. He was German
Posada Cerna and Petra Aguilar PortilloOs sixth child, and he was raised within a countryside
and poverty context among childhood games and working at the family businesses (bakery and



pottery workshop). In the latter he would develop an interest for drawing and form. His brother
Cirilo, 13 years older, who was teacher at an elementary school persuaded him to become literate

and learn catechism.’ Cirilo took him to the Municipal Academy of Drawing. He was there for a
short period of time, so it is not known how much he learnt there, maybe academic rules or copy
prints to acquire drawing skills. Due to his familyOs poverty situation, he was expecting to learn
an office career to give them economic support. At 15, José Guadalupe Posada became painter.

We can state that Posada is the most important mexican engraver artist of all times. His prolific
graphic art (twenty thousand prints) and his extraordinary quality allowed him to become the
first universal Latinamerican artist.

At 16, in 1868, he started to work at José Trinidad Pedroza workshop, one of the best graphic
artists of Mexico in those days. Posada became an illustrator there, performing lithography with
excellency. At an early stage, Posada created his own artistic language and style, based on the
reality. Not for copying it but to capture its essence and transform it into art. His language is
strongly linked to popular culture and his work emerges from popular imagery. It represents
hangings, crime, fusillades, monsters. All his concepts emerge from daily life, he retakes them
and makes them appear bigger than real ones giving a high expressive content.

At 19, 1871, Posada created his first well known piece: a lithographic serie about eleven local state
matters for the Jicote de Pedroza newspaper. The release of the images was an important event,
and it made him «the best cartoonist of Aguascalientes». This early pieces showed a glimpse of a
skilled drawer, lithographs were the only prints with an approach to local topics and characters.

On May 15, 1872, he and Trinidad Pedroza established a workshop in Le6n, Guanajuato on Indio
triste Street, that was sold later by Pedroza in 1876. Posada made commercial assignments to
survive: calligraphy, saints prints designs, illustrations for books, cigars, matches, wine and
liqueur packaging designs, birthday cards and commercial and social adds, for local and nearby
customers. There, Posada consolidated their knowledge and career as illustrator.

On September 20th, 1875, he married Maria de Jesus Vela, a 16 year old girl, they had no kids.
Posada had a kid, Juan Sabino, his only son who was born in 1883 and died at 16. It is unknown
why Posada moved to Mexico City. It was probably because of the catastrophic flood of 1888
when some members of his family died, or the desire to try fortune.

His biggest influence were Romantic Mexican and foreign artists. Imported French book
illustrations were printed at the workshop, these illustrations were inside romantic
international trend that reached all intellectual fields of creativity.

Lots of newspapers asked Posada to collaborate and his successful work meant more work
everyday. The mastering of his skills as engraver allowed him to reach a vital and direct language
beyond triviality of topics and far from picturesque and vulgarity. He worked for several
newspapers: El Jicote, El Teatro, La Gaceta Callejera, El Boletin, Gil Blas Cémico, El Popular, El
Amigo del Pueblo, La Patria Ilustrada, el Diablito Rojo, La Patria Festiva, Revista de México, La
Risa de El Popular, Entreacto, El Chisme, La Casera, El Diablazo, La Guacamaya, San Lunes,
Aladino, El Padre Padilla, Almanaque de Dofia Caralampia Mondongo, El Paladin, Almanaque del
Padre Cobos, La Patria, Fray Gerundio and El Fandango among others.



Mexico, Lunes
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«EL Popular» newspaper, January 25, 1897, Posada illustrated lot of newspapers of those years.

In Mexico City near 1889, publisher Antonio Vanegas Arroyo hired Posada; both had in common
their audiences and the population, Posada worked for 22 years near 300 booklets there. In those
days, a worker earned one peso everyday, so people couldn’t afford a book, but they could buy a
cheaper booklet instead. The two supporters of editorial design then were Manual Manilla and
Posada, text illustrated, songbooks, tales, riddles, epistolary, motto collections, kitchen
handbooks, fancywork guides, syllabary, oracle, jugglery handbooks.
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Booklet embroidery samples N° 2, by Posada while working at Vanegas Arroyo publisher.

Studying the origins of Posada iconography we found knowledge and visual education based on
observation of popular facts of the time and the high culture acquired by oral and written
transmission of ideas and techniques or the daily interaction with skilled colleagues. The XIX
Century is the golden age of popular art. With the death of absolutist ideas of divine power of
government authorities, political, social and religion thoughts were born and this allowed
expression and creation liberty. Artist represented no censored artistic concepts, breaking rigid
traditions established by state and clergy despotism. Posada also worked on popular concepts of
the age: songbooks and corridos (popular songs from the Revolution), as well as classic children’s
tales.

A good engraving work, requires —needless to say-, a great deal of patience; and "Don Lupe", as
he was called by his friends and coworkers, had that virtue to make his plates and give them the
expression and the emotion needed.

He designed posters and play bills to promote public shows of the late XIX - early XX century
Mexico. The playbills were hand delivered on the streets promoting bull fighting, circus,
cinematographic projections, plays and cockfighting. Posada would work mainly for
neighborhood stages, mostly for the Guillemo Prieto Theater. Playbills were usually printed on
color China paper in small dimensions to avoid bothering the person on the next seat. The

thinnest and smallest playbills were known as tiras (strips).”

Posada then moves on to formal, social and political experimentation of the calaveras; drawing
Death makes it easier for everybody to make blunt critics and makes us all equal before death.



Hence, the biggest heritage of Posada are skulls, final synthesis of our own heritage.

Who is La Catrina? This image has become a picaresque icon of death due to its flirty and joyful
character. Created 101 years ago, during presidence of Porfirio Diaz, continues representing a
mexican social class, and is also part of mexican culture. Quality of each of Don Lupe’s skulls, is
remarkable, nevertheless, mexican people taste, choose one that had become national symbol:
La Calavera Catrina. It was born called «Calavera garbancera», from "garbanceros"-rude, ordinary
people- usually indigenous people who renegade from their culture and nationality, but at the
same time, they use and imitate european habits. It has no wear, just a french style hat.

Using this image, Posada criticized those who pretend a lifestyle that do not belong to them;
sarcastic, mocking and beautiful calaveras testify the life as something unworthy to take it
seriously. Globally known, they are the most complete sample of his art and style.
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Hay hermosas garbancarisg
De corsd y alta edn,
Pero han de sér calaveeas,
Ualpveras del manlin.

Gl guets pintas chapas
Coa ladeillo o bevmelbin:
La muerte dird: «No esenpas,

REMATE DE CAL

+Eres criinen del monldn,»

UUn exdmen voy a hacer,
on gran justibencin,
Y aun ¢l ban de aparecer
Muchos crinsoy del monton.

Huy anas gakas ingralas,
Muy Ilanas de presuntidn
Y inalreras coma ralas,
Jue compran joyas baralas
En las veilas da ocasdn.

A vecas s llaman «Rilas,
Otraw s Hamnn eConsuelos,
T n otras les dicen «Pepilas]
A esas In muerte les grila:
«No se deerman, que yu velo;

«¥ en llegando la ocasidn,
«Que no mueho ha de Weedar,
+Heridiea par un lorsin,
eCainverns del monlon,
+Al hoyo indis a purars

Hey anins = Plosass feaganles,
Purque compran « Pacheli
Onas « Triniss Lrigaranles,

Y unas «Cheless palpituates,
Prbess como un piruli;

Paro lambidn la pelona

Lee dice sin emocidn,

Mo olviden 2 mi persoaa,
«(hie-les guarda nna eorona
«Da muslas en el punledn.s

Vienen liege las mafosas
(Que «Conghass ¢ haeen lamar,
Y ue aungue sean prelenciosns,
Nu lichen parlas prociosns,
Sima margre hasta nuis Jdas
Addnsyala i»'ileuqo:m.
Que usan vestido zancon
¥ aaran e algodin rellonas,
L T e anaber #.0 penas
L Finca s sn e addn.

© Son flojas y pingojosus

Signen 1as Pelras airosas,
Las Clotildes ¥ Manuelas,
Que puarcas y mautecosas,

Y rompen mochas aazuelas.
La anlutade misteriosn,
Que impera allisn el Pantedn,
Y esalge cavilosa,
Con su guadana Blosa
Lz achatd al soeavdn.
Las Adelaidas traidoras,
(ue apareninn smouidn
Si oyen fruses seductoras,
¥ qua son estafedoras
Y muy Aajus de piling
He han de ver proximamante,
Sin poderlo remediar,
Sumudas snleramente
Hn ol hogo pestilonto
Da donda no han de esepar.
Las Enrriquelas melieas,
Unidas u lag Julianas
¥ a lns Virginias tramposas,
e gmmpran baralag cosas,
Aungue resullen mal sanas;
Pagariin so picidiés
Y s+ manas de agiolisia,
Sumiéndose en la edlreche:
¥ oeu b fnmuenda lobragives
Porcue o muerte o8 muy lista.

Las pulidas Careling -,
Que s van a plakicar
En ta lienda y lns esgiunis,
¥ ea la egliin de calrinng
I'orgne se saben peinar

AVER

Han de dejar sin exeusa

Los lisloned y el crepd,

Y en un hoyoe cual de buss,
Se hundirin con todo y blusa,
Cun choslos ¥ con eorsé,

Lus Marcalas y las Sarns,
(ue al Cine van 8 gozar,
Vendiends hastn las eucharas,
Y se embadurnan las caras
Porgue prelenden gusiar,

Serdn indadublemonle,

Sin ninguna discusidn,

Be improviso o lentamente
Esquelato pestilente,
Caluvaras del montda.

Y las galay de figdu,
Qe e lineen Hamar «Carmebis,
Far produgir emoridn,

Y tieneu el bodegin
Tin sueio que desuonsusla;

Hun de peigar st parezm
OQae dd mortilieacidn,
Samitndoss de cabeza
En el fondo de la niesa,

A =or erdness del mignidn

En fin, las Lapes y Pitas,
Las Bebwwigis y Lolus,

Lag perfumadas Anilas,
Las Juling y las Ghuchilas,
i amanies de lag galas

Hun de seulir por [nal,

Diviends «diivan gue 850,

El guandaiey [ntal,

¥ lindas gomo tamal,
Verdin e llegd su ochso.
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Paro no quiero olvidar
A las lindos Margaritas,
Tan amantes de bailar,
Ya quienes gusta oslentar,
Porgue se creen muy bonilss.
L muerle las ha dg herir,
?in mirde g0 presaneid,
[ aunque =6 van & slligi
Yo les Lengo que ﬂgcirﬂ
=[alaveras del montdn.»
Las Gumesindas & [renay,
Las Gilbertas y Bamonas,
Que qakeren siempre ren lrenes,
Y que alzan muche las sienes
Parque se juzgan personas;
Lag Melgiiades v Rebocas,
Las Amalias y Joanilas,
Qil‘B ALNAS 8ol Suglid ¥ mgdig
¥ oleis e jusgan mufecas
¥ presumen da bonitas;
Lax Romanas y Esperanzas,
Las Anasts-ins famosns,
Que son garbias £ miy laneas
¥ parecon golas mansns,
Porque son muy lnbivas
Todns, Wdan e montdi,
Sin poderlo remediar,
En Negando la oensidn,
Calnverns del montdn.
En la tugnba han da parne.

2% de Sin, Teresn nim, 43,
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Promotion of happy and sandugueras skulls.

An unusual feature of Posada images —unusual as well in popular art- are not masterly
descriptions of poor people world, different popular characters or everyday life scenes. The
extraordinary and where resides his historic sociocultural and artistic relevance is the fact that
he represented that world with the same glimpse of the poor people: street people, pulquerias, or
women in kitchen or market. In his engravings are expressed the thougths and pulse of mexican



people.

Jalupe Posadaa Ia entrada de su taller, ca, 1896-1899,

Vil

José Guadalupe Posada at his workshop facade in Mexico city. ca. 1898-1899.

As member of population as he was, he sought and expressed himself with solidarity. He was a



tipical and totally mexican engraver whose characters were main characters, and he, with his art
talked to people about their topics, struggles and needs, with their own imagery and feelings.

He made his work without a clear political ideology, but spontaneity and imagination, with
empathy with his own people, whose he still evokes since his own thumb at Pantedn de Dolores.

Posada left printed on several publications news, love, rage and sarcasm, the conciousness of his
generation and a part of history of mexican art as one of the most important artist
unintentionally.

Posada died on January, 20, 1913. His death certificate states that at 9 am José Guadalupe Posada
have died because a acute enteritis and it was allowed to be buried freely at the sixth class of
Dolores mausoleum.
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