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Visual Analysis of The Chicano Mind (1973)

The Chicano Mind (1973) by Guillermo Martinez is a powerful and culturally rich mural
located in the southwestern stairwell of Pasadena City College’s C Building, between the 2nd
and 3rd floors. The mural serves as a vivid expression of Latino cultural identity, resilience, and
community pride. At the center of the composition stands a Chicano man posed in a Christ-like
stance, directly confronting the viewer. To the viewer’s left, the man’s right wrist is nailed down,
and a red rope is wound around his arms, clutched tightly between his fists. Unlike the traditional
crucifixion pose, his arms angle diagonally, suggesting the outstretched wings of an eagle
struggling to rise. Surrounding the figure, beneath his arms, and arching above his head is a
diverse assembly of faces, painted in muted colors with hollow, empty eyes. These faces
represent a broad spectrum of identity, reflected in their facial features and attire. Some wear
indigenous garments, others don sombreros, American clothing, and various culturally
significant outfits. Among these are several eccentric and surreal faces, which I will explore in
detail later. Above the central figure’s anguished face is a circular emblem adorned with imagery
drawn from the American flag, including stars, stripes, and patriotic colors. Beneath the figure
reads the phrase “VIVA LA RAZA,” rendered in bold, colorful symbols. The entire scene is set

against a dynamic, asymmetrical background of spiraling red and white stripes from the



American flag, interwoven with Aztec and indigenous Mexican patterns. Ultimately, the painting
is a very symbolically rich and powerful exploration of Chicano and Mexican-American themes.
In this analysis, I will explore the mural’s central imagery, visual details, and symbolic elements
to better understand how Guillermo Martinez uses art to convey resilience, cultural pride, and
protest against oppression. I will also reflect on how the mural’s message resonates with ongoing
struggles faced by Latino communities today and how it impacted me as both a viewer and a

student.

To begin my analysis, I will speak on the central figure which dominates the mural. The
Chicano man in the center in a Christ-like pose immediately signals the mural’s themes of
suffering and resistance. By referencing such a loaded religious image, Martinez invites viewers
to consider the historical role of martyrdom in both religion and social justice movements.
However, this figure is not a passive victim. The diagonal positioning of his arms and the tightly
clenched fists gripping the red rope suggest an active struggle against oppression rather than
quiet submission. The rope between his hands showcases the idea that though the man may be
oppressed he still carries his own lead. The implied motion in his posture, reminiscent of an
eagle attempting to ascend, connects directly to Chicano cultural symbols of freedom and
resilience. This image, often associated with indigenous Mexican mythology and Chicano
activism, transforms the figure from a mere martyr into a symbol of defiance and survival.
Another striking detail is the partially exposed organs visible within the figure’s torso. This detail
adds a visceral element to this painting which works to depict how intense and consuming the
struggle for cultural survival and self-determination can be, suggesting that the fight for identity

is not only external but also tears at the body and spirit from within. Through this portrayal,



Martinez critiques both historical and ongoing attempts to restrain Chicano communities, while

also affirming their enduring strength and refusal to be erased.

Surrounding the central figure is a ring of faces that blurs the boundary between past and
present, reinforcing the idea of generational struggle and solidarity within the Chicano
community. Each face, rendered in muted tones with hollow, vacant eye sockets, represents
different cultural identities and eras. Some wear indigenous headdresses, others don sombreros
or contemporary American clothing, while a few verge on the surreal, suggesting the effects of
cultural assimilation and loss of identity. The most prominent of these surreal faces is one
covered in stars, with stars for eyes and stars composing its head. This striking image symbolizes
how individuals can become consumed by American culture to the point of losing their sense of
self, a powerful commentary on cultural imperialism and erasure. Alongside it, two other
abstract, dehumanized figures made up of geometric shapes float above the man’s head, further
emphasizing the danger of losing humanity and individuality in a system that strips people of
their cultural roots and history. The empty, hollow eyes of the surrounding figures evoke a
haunting, almost ghostlike presence, as though these faces are ancestral spirits bearing silent
witness to both past and present injustices. The hollow eyes could also represent the loss of
humanity of many Chicanos throughout the years, and how oppression has led them to lose their
sight. This is a reminder that the fight for cultural identity and justice has always been, and
continues to be, a collective one. By encircling the central figure, Martinez visually situates

today’s struggles within a long, unbroken lineage of resistance and survival.

In conclusion, the mural “The Chicano Mind” by Guillermo Martinez stands as a
powerful testament to Chicano resilience, cultural pride, and generational solidarity. The mural’s

blending of American flag elements with Aztec and indigenous patterns visually captures the



complex negotiation between assimilation and cultural preservation that defines the Chicano
experience. | found this tension deeply resonant, reflecting ongoing battles for recognition,
justice, and belonging in a society that too often marginalizes indigenous and Mexican-American
histories. I walked past this mural for years without a second thought, but while analyzing and
engaging with the artwork, I was struck by how much insight awaits us in art and the world
around us, if only we take the time to pay deeper attention. I am reminded of the importance that
many Chicano activists have voiced for decades: active engagement, critical reflection, and
action as essential for preserving cultural identity and confronting injustice. The beginning of
doing what is right is paying attention, and Martinez’s mural serves not only as a historical
statement but also as a living reminder to honor the struggles of those who came before while

remaining committed to the work that still lies ahead.



