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Rebel rouser
Pilsen	artist	Marcos	Raya	introduces	
the	rascauche	idea	in	a	group	show
By	Leah Pietrusiak
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Reviews

William Betts  
and Steve Reber
Peter Miller Gallery,  
through Mar 11 (see West Loop).

What do you get when you com-
bine an assortment of wooden 

boards, fake brick decorative panel-
ing, fluorescent-orange thread and a 
coconut? The answer, unfortunately, 
is not compelling art. Most of Steve 
Reber’s sculptures juxtapose building 
materials and found objects to “desta-
bilize” one’s understanding of space, 
but any tension they generate stems 
from the viewer’s confusion. Better 
pieces include a pair of drawings that 
depict a charming anthropomorphic 
bird hammering nails and gazing at 
modernist architecture, and Acey-
Deucey, a sculpture in the shape of a 
cooking pot flanked by two portraits 
of poodles. Its intimations of a pet’s 
untimely demise make it even more 
unsettling than the wood-grain con-
tact paper Reber uses in other works.
 William Betts’s acrylic paintings 
are easier on the eyes—though if 
you stare at them too long, you might 
get dizzy. To create each, Betts iso-
lated a one-pixel-wide sample from 
a digital photograph, mixed paint 
to match each pixel, and extended 
the squares across the canvas into 
impossibly narrow vertical stripes, 
using a machine of his own invention. 
The results evoke Bridget Riley’s 
mesmerizing compositions, but they 
have no pattern; instead, they empha-
size the beauty of color. Threshold, 
1/2, for example, is cool and sooth-
ing, dominated by various shades 
of blue with streaks of green, gray, 
and black; Myth of Insight, 4/4’s red, 
orange, yellow and brown palette 
makes it seem like the distillation of 
a roaring fire. If you’re interested in 
how technology affects vision—or 
if you like stripes—it’s worth a look. 
—Lauren Weinberg

William Betts, Myth of Insight, 2005.

the centerpiece of Marcos 
Raya’s newest installation is 
a painting of a soldier-type 

figure with vacant eyes and metal 
forms jutting out of and weaving 
through the face, creating an almost 
machine-like image. Bodies and de-
struction color the background.
 To the left of the painting hangs 
a gas mask and military jump-
suit. To the right is a tailor’s man-
nequin, its base made of knives 
pointing downward, its head a 
globe wearing a 
gas mask.  The 
bodice supports a 
hanging figure of 
Jesus sporting dog 
tags—his head re-
placed by a clock; 
around his waist, 
a holster boasts two dainty silver, 
long-barreled guns.
 “I like that it can stand by itself,” 
Raya said of the armed Jesus, during 
a recent interview at his Pilsen stu-
dio. “You know, this war—especial-
ly with Bush—it almost becomes a 
religious war. They kill in the name 

of Jesus and free- 
d o m  a n d  o t h e r 
bullshit. So what 
we have is a cyber-
Jesus—fully armed.”
    The title of the in-
stallation, and also 
its inspiration, is Post 
Traumatic Stress 
Disorder. During our 
visit, Raya pulled 
out a copy of Rolling 
Stone and flipped to 
a story about a for-
mer marine and Iraq 
veteran, 19-year-old 
Andy Raya (no rela-
tion), who holds a 
sign that says opera-
tion send me home. 
A few months after 
returning home to 
California from Iraq, 
he opened fire—in 
calculated military-
style, with an assault 

rifle he had bought—on two police-
men, killing them. “Seeing too many 
people get killed and many of them 
go cuckoo. They’re like ticking 
bombs,” Raya observes. 
 Raya’s Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder—alongside works by 
seven other artists—is represented 
at the Art Center Highland Park 
in “RASKUAChe,” a show which 
opens Friday 3. The show takes its 
name from a new defiant spin on the 
spelling of the Mexican idiom rascu-

ache, translated directly as “a miser-
able person, poor, lowly, wretched.” 
But the term is much more loaded 
and varied in its interpretations.
 “Rascuache is the underdog, 
the outsiders,” offers Raya, who 
curated the show. In 1992, artist 
Amalia Mesa-Bains described it in 

an online essay as “a way of using 
society’s scraps to make a person-
al statement.” The term became 
popular in art vernacular in the 
1960s among Chicano artists who 
identified with a school of expres-
sion known as rascuachismo.
 Raya has been called the “origi-
nal rascuache” by art critics in past 
years. While his family’s roots in 
the states date to the 1900s, Raya 
came to the U.S. in 1964 at the age 
of 16, and became one of Pilsen’s 
leading muralists during the revo-
lutionary movement in the ’60s 
and ’70s. After returning from art 
school out East on scholarship, he 
became an artist-in-residence at 
the community center Casa Aztlan, 
where he recalls youth dying on the 
doorstep from gunshot wounds in 
the war zone that Pilsen once was. 
He still lives in the neighborhood, 
now a hotbed of gentrification.  
 With the missile casings of the 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
installation lying nearby, he says: 
“You can turn [rascuache] around 
and use it as a weapon.” For the 
artist, it’s a way to counter schools 
of art he deems “fascist,” like post-
modernism. “So much artwork 
today is nonpolitical—especially 
after 9/11…because of all the para-
noia…so rascuache has a position 
of being rebellious,” he says.
 It’s not always political, though. 
“It can be playful too,” Raya says. 
“Like Juan Chavez [who is in the 
show]. He has these colorful urban 
constructions that he puts in the 
street.” And a person who identi-
fies as rascuache does not neces-
sarily have to be a Chicano; not 
all of the artists in the show are of 
Mexican descent.
 Raya wants to relay the rascu-
ache message to younger artists. 
“I’m trying to influence the young, 
upcoming artists who don’t have 
a clue…where they’re going,” he 
says. He talks about his participa-
tion in the CARA (Chicano Arts: 

Resistance and 
A f f i r m a t i o n ) 
show curated 
at UCLA in the 
’90s .  “To me, 
that show was 
t h e  p o l i t i c a l 
manifesto of the 

experience of being Chicano,” he 
says. “And it never came through 
Chicago…So we’re introducing 
the rascuache aesthetic.”

“RASKUAChe” opens Friday 3 at 
The Art Center Highland Park. 
See Galleries, Elsewhere.

UP IN ARMS Marcos Raya in his studio.

“so	much	artwork	today	is	
			nonpolitical...rascuache	has	
			a	position	of	being	rebellious.”


