2007

Stand Well Back To Appreciate.
Murals in Rotterdam

One of the most intriguing of murals is La América Tropical (1932), painted in Olvera
Street, Los Angeles, by the famous Mexican artist and political activist David Alfaro
Siqueiros. The work emerged from obscurity in the 1970s when the layer of
whitewash which had long covered it started flaking off. When Siqueros first unveiled
the work back in the 1930s, the comfortable property owners of the neighbourhood
stood aghast. They had expected the painter to deliver a sleepy Mexican village
scene. Instead, the mural depicted what was clearly a Meso-American native,
crucified, with an American Eagle perched above his head. The background was
formed by a Mayan pyramid partly engulfed in vegetation, and two armed peasants
taking aim at the emblem of their imperialist oppressor, the United States. Within
days of completion a large part of the mural was whitewashed over, and within a year
it was completely hidden. Since 1988, the work has been under the protection of the
Getty Foundation, who earmarked millions of dollars for its restoration. The restored
mural is scheduled for completion in 2009.

It is inconceivable that such a politically explicit work could appear uncensored
in the public space today. But mural painting has attained that superlative of salon
respectability - it's museumféhig. While La América Tropical has undeniable artistic
value, its quality is primarily measured against the criteria of historical importance
and its cultural significance to the Latino population of the USA. Indeed, the Chicanos
of Los Angeles have adopted it as their monument. As a historical phenomenon,
murals lack a clear-cut relation to the wider practice of art in the public space. Murals
have sometimes ventured into the domain of fine art, but more often than not they
have ignored the artistic discourse or have taken a conscious stance against art
history.

Most murals have been a product of community art, as was La América
Tropical. The main dividing line between conventional fine art and community art,
Malcolm Miles writes in Art, Space and the City (1997), lies in the artist’s role. The
community artist addresses specific groups within society, and ascribes more
importance to the development of political consciousness and to communal imagery
than to artistic quality(1). Collaborating with other artists, allowing non-artists to
participate in realizing the work, and creating an image that invites social recognition
and identification, are considered to be the hallmarks of community art. Since
aesthetics and the intrinsic quality of the work are subordinate to other imperatives,
the practice of community art has a problematic relation to the general artistic
discourse.

The underlying tension was analysed in a book by Suzanne Lacy. Her study
Mapping the Terrain. New Genre Public Art (1995), already a classic, explored the
no-man’s land between conventional art in the public space and community art.(2)
Her “new genre” has since been extended to include a variety of artistic practices,
such as society-oriented and process-oriented art, anonymous works of art,



collectively produced works and collective projects. These practices involve, almost
without exception, a close-knit relation between the artist and a specific social group -
specific, in the sense of having common socioeconomic interests or a particular
ethnic background. Instances of such groups that spring to mind in the Rotterdam
context are the residents of the Nieuw-Crooswijk restructuring scheme, loitering
youths in the Zuidplein shopping centre, ethnic Turkish women’s groups in a
Delfshaven neighbourhood centre, and the players and supporters of the Surinami-
Hindustani football club Jai Hind.

Quite a few Rotterdam artists such as Jeanne van Heeswijk, Wapke Feenstra
and Hieke Pars have made a speciality of this genre. Their quality criteria are not in
the first instance the same as those of fine art. Aspects such as the potential to spark
social protest, the degree of public participation, the effect of the work on art
education and its capacity to impart meaning and identity to specific social or ethnic
groups, also play a role in evaluating the work.

The thought-provoking studies published by Miles and by Lacy treat mural
painting as the primary form in which community art and the “new genre of public art”
are expressed. It is precisely in murals that aspects such as public participation, a
focus on process, art education and the collective production of works of art come to
the fore. In an era when art is putting new emphasis on participation and
education,(3) it makes sense to take a fresh look at the public mural. Besides, an
exploration of this kind is desirable from the viewpoint of fine art and local art history.

It is remarkable that no standard work exists on the history and development
of murals in the Netherlands. Murals, especially in Rotterdam, have been a lively and
characteristic feature of the street scene since about 1970. The paintings have added
colour and excitement to a cityscape in which greyness, brownness and uniformity
have been the dominant visual cues. “l want to add some colour to the boring
architecture of Rotterdam,” the artist and muralist Cor Kraat once said. This wish was
endorsed in 1977 when the Rotterdamse Kunststichting (the Rotterdam Art
Foundation or RKS), the leading patron for public murals, won the Sikkens Prize in
recognition of its success in promoting colour in the public domain.

Murals have been a welcome source of employment for artists, and at the
same time they have offered many Rotterdam citizens a low-threshold introduction to
visual art. Three outlooks have been prominent in mural art in Rotterdam since 1970
and have continued to exist alongside one another. Firstly, there has been a classic,
strongly sociological approach in which the mural is intended to address the social
and political problems of a given neighbourhood or community sector. Secondly,
there has been a moderate version of community art, in which local residents can
participate in the artistic process and influence the basic design of the mural. Finally,
fine art has figured in the public domain: in this case, the artist works autonomously,
rejecting outside participation in either the design or its execution.

Mural art in Rotterdam is not rooted in Muralismo, for which the mural is seen
as a weapon in the arsenal of political agitation and propaganda (as exemplified by
La Ameérica Tropical). That is not to deny that a politically-inspired group of muralists,
led by Chilean exiles and left-wing artists, developed in Rotterdam. But the starting
shot for the mural art movement came from RKS. It was the fine arts that took the



initiative in 1970, bolstered by a new city policy towards promoting art education and
public participation, and giving art a presence at a local or neighbourhood level. The
ivory-tower situation into which fine art had manoeuvred itself was attracting
increasing criticism. Public mural art offered a way of counteracting the isolation of
artists and bringing them into contact with society. It was not just the public who
needed re-education, but the artist.

Walls were of course a readily available support for painting long before 1970.
Commercial sign painting had become an in-creasingly common occupation since
about 1900 and was conducted by studios of varying sizes. The pressure of
competition and the desire to improve the quality of output stimulated the sign
painting studios to escalate their level of artistic skill. Some of the famous Rotterdam
advertising agencies such as Atelier Engelman and Atelier Leo Mineur sent their
employees to study at art school, and sometimes employed fine artists as freelancers
when particularly professional work was required. Sign painting still provided a
fallback for artists in times of need until the 1960s. The high point of this commercial
genre of mural art must have been the hand-painted film publicity posters, which in
their day formed the most colourful and stirring ingredient of the city scene.

The objective of this book is a first attempt at inventorying the public mural art
of Rotterdam, and this introduction presents a preliminary exploration of the subject.
It will be useful to draw some borderlines that delimit what we mean by mural art. The
main scope of this book is that of commissioned, hand-painted works of art in the
public domain - preferably those that are visible from the street or from a school
playground. The commissioning aspect implies that the mural has an officially
sanctioned presence in the public space, as opposed for example to ordinary graffiti
which may be classed as vandalism. This does not mean there is no cross-
fertilization between these two domains: commissioned graffiti art is here considered
as falling within the scope of the book. The patrons who commission the murals are
either organizations in the cultural sector (such as the RKS and the Centrum
Beeldende Kunst or CBK), or are concerned with managing public space (such as
housing corporations, schools, neighbourhood centres and residents’ organizations).
In practically every case, the commissioned artist, who may be amateur or
professional, is paid a fee for creating the mural.

The history of graffiti, tags and other illicit forms of wall painting in Rotterdam
has recently been set down in words and pictures by Rens Muis and Wessel Wessels
in their book Graffiti in Rotterdam (2007).(4) The existence of their survey relieves me
from any obligation to explore that particular domain, although there will be frequent
crossovers between that book and this. The section on “Lijnbaan Youths” below
inevitably treads the border territory between art and graffiti.

The above definition says nothing about how the commissioned murals are
made. A mural can be painted directly onto a bare wall, but alternatively it can be on
an area of wall prepared specifically for the purpose. In the 1990s, old reclamelijsten
or wall frames were reused for murals; these are plastered areas of wall surface
enclosed by ornamental mouldings, which were formerly used for displaying hand
painted advertising signs. Finally, an artist may prepare a mural in the studio and
paint it on wooden or aluminium panels, which are then affixed to the intended wall.
Besides these support types, the repertoire includes more sporadic or mixed forms of



execution, such as paintings on the ground, painted trams and paintings on street
furniture. A mural is not necessarily executed by the artist in person: the artist may
entrust execution of the design to an advertising agency, to children, to local
residents or the artist’'s own assistants.

Terms like community art and Muralismo imply a degree of globalization. We
must not ignore the phenomenon of public murals in an international context.
Rotterdam’s hand painted film advertisements could be seen as a way of importing
the outside world into the city - the romance and glitter of Hollywood and the thrills
and violence of Westerns, cops and robbers. The Rotterdam works of the Chilean
muralist brigades depicted not only the Red Flag of World Socialism but also
expressed the solidarity of Rotterdam’s citizens with the people of their home
country. The murals painted under the Townpainting project in the 1970s bore
connections to the community art of New York, Chicago and Los Angeles. The mural
in the Lijnbaan painted by Lee Quinones in 1982 was the first European example of
New York graffiti art. The murals of contemporary Rotterdam collectives such as
Urban Arts and Cariffiti have visual links to the subculture of hip-hop and to the
Caribbean. Like fine art, mural painting thus has an international dimension. A study
of mural art is thus warranted by the light it could shed on globalization, migration and
demographic trends in Rotterdam.

The main part of this introduction consists of five sections each devoted to a
characteristic episode in the history of public mural painting in Rotterdam. These
episodes are the film-poster artists or “cinema painters” (1919-1979), the Chilean
muralist brigades (1974-1980), Townpainting (1972-1982), the Lijnbaan Youths
(1982-1998) and the most recent developments in Rotterdam mural art (1992-2007).
The period since 1970 receives the greater emphasis, but earlier examples will also
be considered. The individual sections may well be inhomogeneous, but together
they present some insight into the twists and turns in the history of mural painting,
against the background of local and international developments.

The book does not pretend to be an exhaustive inventory. Rather, it resembles
an exhibition catalogue in which some selection has been performed on the available
material. The choices are based in the first place on the protagonists of mural
painting in Rotterdam. Some artists inevitably played a more prominent role in
developing the genre than others, and some programmes have had more influence
than individual murals, intriguing though the latter may be. Some works merit special
attention as high points of mural painting in Rotterdam. These include murals by
notable artists, such as Karel Appel, Co Westerik, Lawrence Weiner, Mathieu
Ficheroux and Lydia Schouten, and prominent works such as the “Chilean Tower”,
“The Lee Piece”, the “Hatbox” by Kunst & Vaarwerk and Martin Lodewijk’s painted
tram. These names are generally popular labels given to the works rather than formal
titles.

The Cinema Painters (1919-1979)

Leo Mineur was not well-known as an artist, but, according to certain accounts, he
was “a great Rotterdam artiste”.(5) His fashionable clothes and knowledge of the
Paris art scene went along with a fascination for the French Impressionists. It is clear



that a love of fine art penetrated deep into the dark, dusty studios of the advertising
industry in the early years of the twentieth century. Mineur’s friendship with the
prominent Rotterdam artist Dolf Henkes added unmistakable cachet to his “artistic”
image. Contemporaries described him as living in a kind of artistic haze not unlike “a
priest trailing a cloud of incense”. He was an expert decorator of tiles, and gained
local renown for the tile tableaux he made for the De Gruyter grocery shops; these
large tiled images were cemented to the walls above the counters. But Mineur had
higher ambitions and, in 1919, he offered his services to Hendrik Engelman whose
Atelier Engelman had been among the Netherlands’ leading advertising agencies
since 1900. In its heyday, Engelman’s studio prem-ises were located between
Pompenburgsingel and Noordmolenwerf in Rotterdam, close to the later site of the
Grand Theatre, the splendidly exuberant cinema built by Tuschinski.

“Promotion? Come to Engelman!” was the agency’s own marketing slogan.
Engelman was the first Rotterdam entrepreneur to prove that a well-organized
advertising business could be combined with high artistic quality. He employed
several offbeat artists, such as Jan Korpershoek, “a party animal whom the boss
could never rely on, for you could never be sure whether he would turn up again after
the lunch break. But when he was there he painted incredibly beautiful artwork.”
Engelman himself had studied at art school. He taught newcomers the craft in house,
but also required them to follow evening classes. It was his son Jo who remodelled
the company to modern standards.(6) He learned the basics from his father, and
would start work painting at five in the morning, and then go to evening art school
classes to refine his skills. Engelman’s advertising artwork appeared all over the
Netherlands. The studio had commissions for facade billboards from leading chain
stores - De Bijenkorf, Vroom & Dreesmann and C&A - as well as from countless
smaller enterprises in Rotterdam. Engelman made his biggest mark, however, in
hand-painted film posters for cinemas. The audience for cinema films expanded
rapidly after 1920, and the demand for effective film advertising grew accordingly.
The posters were initially displayed on mobile billboards mounted on handcarts. Later
they were mounted on fixed billooards above cinema entrances. During the twenties
and thirties, Atelier Engelman produced as many as thirty film posters weekly.
Rotterdam was impressed by this productivity: “For God and Engelman, anything is
possible” became a local saying (engel being Dutch for angel).(7)

The hand painted film scenes should not be dismissed as mere
advertisements. They formed, as it were, the missing link between advertising and
art. Their colourful scenes appealed to a longing for entertainment, fantasy, romance
and adventure, and moreover hinted at the wider world beyond the city in a time
when Rotterdam’s cosmopolitan ambitions were growing. The poster painters often
used frames from the celluloid films in their work. A retired cinema doorman at the
Asta cinema recalled how that happened. “l used to get scraps of film from the
projectionists. They would snip off small pieces for the fellows who painted those big
posters. The poster artists would blow up a frame onto a big panel and trace the
outlines of the cowboy or whatever.”(8) With the aid of this technique, the cinema
paintings became more and more realistic. The painters were often keen to test the
limits of acceptability: sensual women and scenes of violence formed popular
subjects and naturally went down well with the potential audience. But not every
cinema owner was keen on such tasteless imagery, and the film approval board
intervened increasingly often. At a certain point it became compulsory to submit



poster designs to the film censor, a Rotterdam municipal official who held a weekly
open office at the city hall. The censor would not hesitate to amend a design by
taking his eraser to an injudiciously low décolletage.(9)

Leo Mineur was one of the driving forces behind the increasingly uninhibited
imagery - or declining standards of decency, as some would have it. His designs
combined thinly veiled sex and violence with an idiosyncratic painterly style. This led
to a clash with the well-mannered cinema-owner Tuschinski. Engelman, afraid of
losing a good customer, was furious with Mineur and gave him a dressing-down.
Mineur made a last attempt to convince his employer of “his artistic quality and the
need for today’s special effects” but his pleas fell on deaf ears. So he handed in his
resignation.

Thus was born Atelier Leo Mineur. It was in 1925, and the studio got off to a
slow start. Initially located in ‘t Hang and then in Kievitstraat, Mineur’s business
struggled to survive. Besides, Mineur had little talent for marketing - the bigger the
client, the more nervous he became. He would swallow aspirin by the bottleful in an
effort to suppress his nerves, but this made him so drowsy he could no longer
remember what the client had requested of him. Eventually he was approached by a
former fishmonger who now ran a rather seedy, third-rate cinema called Centraal
Theatre. Mineur’s business then picked up, and his studio prospered until it was
completely destroyed in the Rotterdam Blitz of 14 May 1940. He had in any case
been feeling increasingly keen competition from a new generation of cinema painters
who arose during the 1930s, for example Ab Schrijver who supplied creditable work
mainly to the Luxor cinema. Unlike Mineur, Schrijver documented his work
thoroughly: the city archives possesses two splendid aloums of his photographs.

Most of Rotterdam’s cinemas were destroyed in the huge conflagration set off
by the blitz: Thalia, City, Asta, the Oostertheater, Tivoli, Lumiére, Cineac, Olympia,
Centraal, the Grand Theatre and Scala all succumbed, although Arena, Capitol and
the German-owned UFA Theater were spared. After the war, however, the
construction of new cinemas generated a surge in work for the advertising sector.
The reputation of Atelier Leo Mineur revived, while Atelier Engelman became a mere
echo of its former self. In the fifties, Mineur painted posters for Arena, Passage,
Thalia, Rex, the Prinses Theater, Cineac A.D., Cineac NRC and Colosseum. The
city’s major exhibition E55 (Energy 1955) also yielded ample work for his firm.

The company is still active today in the advertising sector, and has also
executed many mural paintings on behalf of non-commercial artists since the 1970s.
Atelier Leo Mineur is reputed with the most extensive knowledge of mural painting of
anyone in the Netherlands. The firm’s considerable technical knowledge about wall
surfaces, primers, weathering, paints and colour, and the artistic level of their
execution, have persuaded many artists to opt for this company to execute their
murals.

Cinema painting found its definitive form in the post-war period.(10) The
painters generally used three types of brush: the lionder (a wide, long-bristled hogs
hair brush for blocking in larger areas of colour), the centimeterpenseel (a narrower
brush suitable for detailed work e.g. on faces and for lettering) and the lakschrijver (a
fine-pointed brush for retouching lettering and ornamentation). For paintings



exposed to outdoor conditions, colophony was an important ingredient of the paint
medium. The paints were made using powdered pigments: “white, black, lemon
yellow, chrome yellow, vermillion, dark red, azure blue, cobalt blue, chalk blue,
middle green, billiard-table green”. The billboards consisted of linen canvas stretched
on wooden frameworks. The canvas could be reused for new paintings as often as
six times. No wonder so little remains of this heritage (a single surviving work still
decorates the office of Atelier Leo Mineur).

A good cinema painting took three days to paint. Besides artistic skill, the
painter was required to have a good head for heights and a fondness for climbing. “A
firm who had on its books people with these unusual capacities combined with quick
working and artistic ability, obviously had an advantage over its competitors.”(11)
Examples of such workers included Leo and Henk van den Berg. The brothers
indeed shared a fondness for climbing, and had no fear of conducting breakneck
manoeuvres at considerable heights. Leo Mineur commissioned them to paint a
gigantic work on the Euromast, a piece by Lawrence Weiner called As Long As It
Lasts. It was part of an exhibition of the same title in the Witte de With gallery in
which a number of prominent international artists addressed the relations between
painting and architecture. Weiner’s vertical line of painted lettering extended over the
height of the mast, over 90 metres, and may be considered one of the most
interesting mural art achievements in Rotterdam. It is a great shame that this work
was not preserved for the city. Writing in NRC Handelsblad, Bas Roodnat reported,
“Each letter was six metres tall. It had been agreed that the work would be removed
without trace after the exhibition. So normal painting was out of the question. After
much experimentation and ingenuity, it was discovered that three coats of anti-graffiti
paint could be used as a ground. The coating is a potato flour derivate which
dissolves at a temperature of seventy degrees and can be washed off with a high-
pressure spray. The lettering could be applied to this ground using thin latex wall
paint. The brothers guaranteed that the lettering would hold out against the weather
for three months. [...] For Leo and Henk van den Berg, the background knowledge
and technical skills needed for this have become part of their artistic professionalism.
But they fear that in the long run the characterless mega-possibilities of photographic
methods will oust the old handwork, as has already happened to those lovely hand-
painted film posters”.(12)

Leo Mineur produced a whole generation of “forgotten” artists, among them
Albert Wayers, Joost Visser, Nico Straatman, Kees Sparreboom and Willem
Kerssemeijer. Sparreboom left secondary school to work as a trainee at Studio
Marten Toonder, but moved to Atelier Leo Mineur under pressure from his parents:
“Painting didn’t earn a lot of money. You did it out of love - for free expression and
spontaneous form. It still hurts that nothing is left over of our work. Looking back,
what we made was art.”(13)

Fine art was the benchmark, but other rules often applied in the workplace.
Willem Kerssemeijer, from the Leo Mineur stable, recalls that his in-house training
advocated a memorable criterion of quality: “Far from beautiful, but beautiful from
afar.”(14) You had to step well back to appreciate the work. Mural art was a question
of scale, suggestion and illusion.

The sign painter’s craft was indeed poorly paid. Sparreboom earned only
fifteen guilders (now equivalent to about seven euros) a week in the 1950s. “Uncle



Leo was a tightwad, and he thought coffee was a waste of money. You had to work
standing up just to stay awake. And if you wanted to light the heater, you’d have to
go outside to beg someone for a match.”(15) The cinema painter returned to his old
love after working for Atelier Leo Mineur, and is today a strip cartoon artist. Under the
imprint of Fort Media Uitgeverij, Sparreboom publishes his own thrillers in covers that
recall the cinema paintings of old. He is the only former employee of Atelier Leo
Mineur who has put his memoirs of the firm into writing, and has published them
himself. His autobiographical reminiscences in Atelier Leo Mineur. Rotterdamse
bioscoopschilders in de jaren ‘50 (Rotterdam Cinema Painters in the 1950s, 2002)
are in strip cartoon form. This strip book gives a unique insight into the practice of the
cinema sign painter. The last hand painted film poster in Rotterdam was made for
John Carpenter’s classic Escape From New York (1979) which starred Kurt Russel
as the solitary cult antihero Snake Plissken.(16)

In June 2003, Atelier Leo Mineur went into liquidation. The firm had demoted
mural painting to a secondary activity and found a new, lucrative market in building
stands for trade exhibitions. But this segment collapsed after the events of 9
September 2001. The studio was unprepared for this turn of events and applied for
bankruptcy. The employed painters watched the firm’s decline with dismay. After
discussions that went deep into the night (“dominated by ten percent reason and
ninety percent emotion”), Willem Kerssemeijer and Michelle Geurts purchased the
firm’s goodwill and resumed activities as an advertising studio, Reclame Atelier Leo
Mineur. They made a hesitant start in a lock-up in the nearby town of Schiedam, but
within four years they were in a position to rent large industrial premises in Berkel en
Rodenrijs.(17) The firm is now making mural paintings again on commission of
(among others) the CBK. Examples are a work by Lydia Schouten on the corner of
Witte de Withstraat and Eendrachtstraat and a painting by Arthur van de Pols on
Schiedamsesingel. The Rotterdam zoo Diergaarde Blijdorp also numbers among
their clients.

The borderlines between commercial painters and fine artists were not all that
rigid until the 1970s. Practitioners of both professions usually trained at the art
academies, and opportunities to earn a living as an non-commercial artist were
limited.(18) It was not uncommon to combine the two forms of practice in the fifties
and sixties. After the Second World War, the Rotterdam art academy opened a
publicity department which offered training in skills such as stage design and
commercial art. This speciality had a distinctly lower status within the domain of
visual art compared to “drawing and painting”, but an applied art training was not
necessarily an impediment to success as a professional artist. Some renowned
Rotterdam artists, among them Willem de Kooning, Mathieu Ficheroux, Klaas
Gubbels, Daan van Golden and Toni Burgering, also worked in the commercial
sector. De Kooning supplied work to the Rotterdam decorative studio of the Gidding
Brothers when he was only twelve. Ficheroux studied publicity before dedicating
himself entirely to fine art. Gubbels learned commercial art at technical school. Van
Golden was a window-dresser for De Bijenkorf for a period, and Burgering did similar
work for Vroom & Dreesmann. Burgering also painted billboard posters for cinemas.

The Chilean Brigades (1974-1980)



“This isn’t art,” Raul Schneider declared in Rotterdam in the mid seventies, indicating
a Chilean mural, “it’s graffiti!”(19) Schneider was a member of Brigada Murales
Unidad Venceremos, a group of Chilean artists who painted socio-politically
committed murals and who fled to Europe after the Pinochet coup and the
assassination of left-wing president Salvador Allende (1973). Rotterdam was one of
the main destinations of the Chilean refugee muralists. Besides the Venceremos
group, the Brigada Murales Luis Corvalan was active from a Rotterdam base.(20)
The latter was responsible for the most monumental piece of work produced by the
brigades: a painting on a 10 metre tall tower by André Volten, originally located on
the station forecourt and later moved to Weena. In the late nineties, the City of
Rotterdam demolished the Chilean Tower, as it came to be known, and put it into
storage. The tower clashed with urban renewal plans for the Weena area. This
informal Chilean work had developed over the years into an alternative but authentic
monument, with an international status on a par with Ossip Zadkine’s Destroyed City.
The tower was significant mainly to Chilean exiles in Europe, but later it became
popular among young people and found a place in the subculture of popular music
and graffiti art.(21) It has figured in several foreign documentaries. In 1991: The Year
Punk Broke, a portrait of the American groups Sonic Youth and Nirvana, the director
Dave Markey chose the Chilean Tower as a backdrop for his scenes in Rotterdam. In
2006, however, a Chilean TV crew was disappointed not to be able to find the well-
known work of art when they arrived in Rotterdam. The tower was an essential
ingredient in a documentary on Chilean exiles in Rotterdam and their continuing
involvement in contemporary politics in Chile. Destruction of the tower robbed
Rotterdam of its first intercultural monument.

Why did Schneider dismiss the work of the brigades as a prima facie work of
art? In his intriguing book on New York graffiti art, Aerosol Kingdom (2002), Ivor
Miller mentions the murals and graffiti pieces in the same breath as Argentinean
tango, Brazilian samba and Cuban son. “In the same way that [these urban forms]
have become global phenomena, played and enjoyed by people of all nations,
aerosol art has come to be practised today by urban youth around the world”.(22)
The history of modern mural art is strongly intertwined with the history of the Latin
American cultural diaspora. Claes Oldenburg described the phenomenon of mural
painting as it reached the United States as being “like a big bouquet from Latin
America”.(23)

Mexican and Spanish revolutionaries turned eagerly to murals in the early
twentieth century, making the wall a primary medium through which the artist could
express his solidarity with the general public. More than any other medium, murals
corresponded to the public domain and public opinion. The wall was the mass
medium of the people; mural art was politics. Unless the artist dedicates the magic of
his paintbrush to the struggle against exploitation and repression, he can never be a
great artist, the Mexican muralist and revolutionary Diego Rivera argued.(24) Rivera
gained wide recognition from the 1920s onwards for his politically hard-hitting murals
in Mexico and the United States (quite apart from his fame as the spouse of Frida
Kahlo). Besides stressing the social relevance of his art, he saw his mural work as a
provocative snub to art history.

Well into the twentieth century, slogans and images daubed on walls remained
the main way for politically invisible social movements to announce their existence in



the public domain. Their wall markings were evidence of their physical presence, and
celebrated historical events, movements and figures, thereby forming an
autobiographical record of minorities and movements disregarded by official history.
Pictures from the Mexican and Spanish Revolutions show how mural art was
inseparable from political agitation. Decorative paintings, revolutionary slogans and
political propaganda alternated in a vibrant, colourful spectacle. The murals formed
the backdrop to a bitter life-and-death struggle. Muralismo arose in Mexico around
1910, and formed part of the revolutionary education of the oppressed population.
The wall became a theatre and backdrop for images of the class struggle, and its
inspiring leaders and martyrs were portrayed as heroes.(25) People did not refer to
this work as mural art, but as the muralist movement. The revolution in Barcelona
(1936-1939) - a local up-rising against the monarchist forces of General Franco
during the Spanish Civil War - similarly resulted in a near-total collectivization of the
private sector. The extent to which the public domain expanded at the expense of the
private was unprecedented. Artists played a prominent role in marking the newly won
territory. The union of draughtsmen and painters, for example, established numerous
brigadas who set about painting the newly collectivized buildings, trains and
buses.(26) “The city belongs to the people,” the artists proclaimed.

The later “graffiti crews”, whose pieces lacked any of the social realism of the
older mural paintings, introduced new techniques and new themes that were often
taken from comics. It was not only the nocturnal, illicit character of their activities that
indicated a descent from the Latin-American muralists; their predilection for
decorating trains, their youthful age and their strict division of labour similarly seemed
inherited from the brigades. The graffiti crews, like the brigades, included line artists
(tracadores), colourers (rellenadores) and background fillers (foncadores).(27) In this
light, Raul Schneider’s remark in Rotterdam becomes more understandable.

The first large, colourful murals in Rotterdam were a direct outcome of
globalization. Chilean artists took up their brushes again in their land of exile, and
organized themselves into brigades once more. Mural painting had been introduced
into Chile in the 1940s by the Mexican artist David Alfaro Siqueiros, painter of La
América Tropical. He had previously offered his services to the Spanish Revolution,
and after 1939 returned to South America and made his way to Chile. By the early
1970s, Chile already numbered hundreds of muralist brigades. Most of the brigades
were allied to a specific political party, movement or union. An exception was the
Luis Corvolan Brigada, later also active in Rotterdam, which was considered
politically heterogenous. As stated, the brigades remained active in European exile,
creating murals first in Paris in 1974 and shortly afterwards in Rotterdam.

This was, however, anything but a spontaneous reaction.(28) André van der
Louw, the Mayor of Rotterdam (1974-1981), was chiefly responsible for revival of the
brigades in his city. With his background in the popular culture of his time (he had
edited the underground pop music magazine Hitweek) and even more with his New-
Left political outlook (he fought his way to the chairmanship of the Dutch Labour
Party PvdA), he was understandably interested in the Chilean artists. A personal
episode added to his sympathy for the exiles. On a visit to Chile, the socialist Van der
Louw had been arrested, held in a police station for some while and then released,
an incident which only exacerbated his disgust with the Pinochet regime. As Mayor of
Rotterdam, he initiated the Salvador Allende Centrum, a cultural centre run for and by



Chilean exiles, in 1977. A number of Rotterdam artists had moreover met their
Chilean counterparts at the Venice Biennale in 1974. Their personal intervention with
the RKS resulted in the Chileans being invited to Rotterdam. The City instructed the
RKS to hold a Chile festival, Por la Solidaridad Antifascista, in 1975. The brigades of
Luis Corvalan and Venceremos were commissioned to paint a number of murals in
Rotterdam. This marked a revival of mural painting in Rotterdam. A newly established
programme called Townpainting enabled the RKS to fund artistic activities such as
those of the brigades. The aim of the program was to spread visual art at a suburban
and neighbourhood level, while simultaneously offering a left-wing counterweight to
conventional fine art, which was widely considered too elitist. Some fifty murals were
completed under the Townpainting programme in a period of ten years. Besides
spontaneous and in some cases illicit murals, the Venceremos and Luis Corvolan
brigades fulfilled a number of commissions - paintings on Stationsplein (the Chilean
Tower), on the corner of Westkruiskade and Sint Mariastraat, in Coolhavenstraat, on
the columns of the Zuidplein metro station and in Boezemsingel. Of these murals,
only the paintings on the metro station columns are still visible.

The political activism the Chileans embodied in their work found admirers
among the socially committed artists of Rotterdam such as Will Rockx, Joop van
Meel and Hans Abelman. They too mobilized residents of the run-down inner
suburbs, using art to promote critical consciousness and to stimulate discussion on
the social realities. Abelman opposed the expenditure of public funds on
commissions for murals motivated by purely aesthetic ideas. In his view, an
impoverished neighbourhood had no need of jollying-up. “It's scandalous when art
serves as a mere distraction from what | believe is lacking in society,” he said in an
interview.(29) He painted murals in Rotterdam with themes not unlike those of the
Chilean muralists, addressing issues such as severe income disparity and power
asymmetry. Comments like that quoted above place Abelman firmly in the tradition of
the muralists. Assisted by local children, he painted a large mural on the clubhouse in
Rubroekstraat, Crooswijk - a work which recently received new attention in the art
journal Metropolis M (5, 2003) under the heading of “strategic painting”. Abelman’s
work was saturated with political thinking. Rockx and Van Meel took similar
standpoints. Rockx hoped his paintings would shake people awake, but abjured
imposing his own views on the public. Van Meel’'s main focus was on community
experiences: “Perhaps people who barely know one another but live close together
will at last make acquaintance, will get into conversation and maybe do something
together.”(30)

These artistic activists not only contributed to the integration of the Chilean
artists into the Rotterdam art community, but exchanged techniques, for example the
use of stencils, a method subsequently often used for painting murals. The work of
Jorge “Kata” Nufiez and Julio Moréno Robles proved to have a lasting influence on
Rotterdam mural art. Their works still adorn the street scene of Rotterdam. In 1995,
Moréno Robles painted two splendid portraits in Coolhavenstraat, at precisely the
location where the Brigada Venceremos had painted a classic Chilean mural twenty
years earlier. The impassioned use of colours and the light touch with which social
and ecological themes are incorporated in the post-Chilean image is still evident
today in the work of the Cariffiti collective. “Looking back, we introduced a
multicultural dimension into Rotterdam art”, the poet and artist Juan Heinsohn Huala
said. He is currently a co-organizer of the Dunya Festival and was formerly active in



the Salvador Allende Centrum. “But we could have been much more open to other
cultures in Rotterdam. Maybe we were too focussed on Chile.”(31)

This was a view shared by Kata Nuriez. He arrived in Rotterdam in 1977. An
activist, he too fled the Pinochet regime and assumed that he could put his
paintbrush away for good in his home of exile. “Back in Chile, | painted in the Brigada
Murales Ramona Parra (named after an activist murdered in 1946). As | escaped, |
dreamed of getting a factory job in Holland, something that would put some money in
my pocket and give me a life without repression and without Pinochet. But things
turned out very differently. The Chile Committee in Amsterdam asked me to establish
a brigade. We named it after Luis Corvalan, and we had a lot of work. In practically
every city in the Netherlands, we painted banners for Chile demonstrations, and we
also painted murals here and there. Hardly any of our work has survived. We painted
on any surface that came to hand, on any old rubbish.”(32)

The brigades enjoyed a short but exhilarating summer in the Netherlands.
Within a few years, however, the political enthusiasm evaporated. The muralists,
used to working frantically at night for fear of being arrested, discovered a new
luxury: time. The idea that you could take your time over a painting was something
new. Suddenly you could stop part way to discuss the nature of the work, the
techniques being used or the influence of other artistic outlooks on mural painting.
The works of art made in the Townpainting context were so varied in nature that new
ideas suggested themselves to the Chilean artists. “I started with a flat, direct style -
really fast, always pacy, full of colour ... but | realized | couldn’t carry on that way. |
had to develop my own style. | also started collaborating with Dutch artists who had
very different ideas. We swapped technical knowledge. Suddenly we had turned into
modern artists, and modern artists started thinking Chilean. It was a weird experience
but it was exciting. | developed over the years and eventually became a full time
artist. On the advice of several Rotterdam artists, | went to the art academy. Later |
also took a course at the graphic art academy in Utrecht. Now | have lived in
Rotterdam for thirty years. | think | must have made about eighty murals in that
period.”(33)

Kata Nuriez is today among the best known mural painters in Rotterdam. He
painted the large mural on the wall of the “bird hospital” Vogelklas Karel Schot on
Afrikaanderplein (2002) and other works in various locations in Bloemhof (2001). He
painted a mural on Gerdesiaweg (1997) together with the homeless people of
Havenzicht in Kralingen, and collaborated with Juan Heinsohn Huala to paint a huge
mural on the Zuidplein metro station (2007). His monumental La Trotamundos (2007)
is to be seen in Zwarte Paardenstraat, Cool. The only painting of Kata’s that still
recalls Chile and Allende is his mural on Kruiskade above the entrance to the
Humanitas home for the elderly (1998). “Although | have put the Chilean muralism of
the old days far behind me, | still believe that the artist has a social role. It is an
outlook which is particularly evident in my murals. | also paint on canvas, make
designs and illustrate books - often quite introspective work - but the murals will
always be a part of the way | aim to relate to society.”(34) That is a modest
statement. In 2003, Juan Heinsohn Huala wrote an essay dedicated to Kata Nufiez,
Hijos de la Tierra. The article marked the completion of a work on the corner of
Dortselaan and Putsebocht on Feijenoord. The mural Hijos de la Tierra (2003) is a
homage to Latin America’s indigenous inhabitants - to populations threatened by



colonization and globalization. Besides describing the painting, the author also sheds
light on the Nunez socio-political outlook: “To Kata Nufiez, it is a necessity to say
something about these peoples. He understands the light-hearted, often amusing,
motives behind the large paintings painted by his Dutch colleagues, but to Nunez art
is a serious affair, especially murals. He takes into account the techniques, the use of
space, the context in which the mural appears and, definitely, the fundamentally
communicative rationale of this art form. Above all, he brings along his own
background, his cultural roots, his social and political convictions to today’s realities.
For Kata Nufiez, a mural painting has a content and a message. If it's purely
decorative work you want, Kata Nufiez isn’t the man for you.”(35)

The Chilean heritage seems to be a durable one, even if not a single
monumental work remains to recall the short episode of the exiled muralists.(36) City-
dwellers quite often ask about what happened to the Chilean Tower, and recently a
group of hip-hop artists launched an initiative to repaint the tower, together with a
number of Chileans. No trace of the tower remains, however. No one in the Municipal
Works Department can recall what happened to the work of André Volten. The tower
was probably disposed of as scrap. Painting in the public space has only a limited
shelf life.

Townpainting (1972-1982)

In 1974, with a subsidy from the Ministry of Culture in his pocket, the artist Cor Kraat
set off for the United States. The purpose of his trip was to study the mural art of
America and to learn the methods and techniques of its artists. It had not been all
that long since mural painting began to receive official recognition in Rotterdam. The
RKS, the city’s organization responsible for financing the arts, had started their multi-
year Townpainting programme in 1972. In the thinking of RKS director Adriaan van
der Staay, murals could not only play a part in visually improving the rundown
suburbs, but they presented a unique opportunity to bring art closer to the people.
Urban improvement and public education thus became the new mainsprings of mural
art in Rotterdam.

It was around 1970 that professional artists started taking an interest in public
murals, so that the genre started finding a place in Rotterdam’s art history instead of
being dismissed as merely the ephemeral products of commercial artists and
untrained activists. The political climate of the time favoured the spreading of art into
the suburbs, and the impact of the Chilean murals was not negligible. Mural painting
thus became a spearhead of the city’s art policy.

Prior to 1970, purely artistic outdoor mural painting had been a rarity, although
certain Rotterdam artists showed an interest in the medium. In the early years of the
Second World War, murals were painted on a modest scale to decorate emergency
housing and shops. Little is known about the murals made during the German
occupation, such as those on the end walls of buildings in Russischestraat and
Engelsestraat in Oud-Mathenesse. A commotion about these old “Nazi” wall
paintings unexpectedly flared up in 1991.(37) They were believed to have been made
in June 1941 by a Rotterdam artist with links to the Kulturkammer. “I saw them being
painted myself,” one local resident recalled. “The winged staff and circle, which used



to have a swastika in it, was the emblem of the German navy. They had bases here,
near Merwehaven and Lekhaven, and German sailors were quartered in this block of
housing. There was a text under the picture saying ‘Germany is winning on every
front’. People changed the painting after the war and blotted out the text.” Another
resident contradicted him, however. “The murals were painted over older paintings,
and what we see now has nothing to do with the war. Those circles with wings were
the symbol of Dutch Railways.”

But artists’ murals were generally painted on interior walls, both before and
after the war. They were normally a form of promotional art financed by businesses
and executed in offices and factories. The best known artist to carry out this kind of
work was unarguably Dolf Henkes, who displayed his huge paintings to the public in
the Rotterdam Ahoy! exhibition of 1950. This great exhibition was dedicated to the
industrial and cultural reconstruction of Rotterdam and its port.(38) Henkes’
monumental murals portrayed a unique visual history of a hundred years of harbour
activity. The paintings occupied a total area of 780 square metres, and Henkes
needed the help of five assistants to complete them. Besides painting murals on
commission of Rotterdam companies, Henkes provided some renowned works in the
De Kuip football stadium and for Dijkzigt University Hospital.

Grand exhibitions like Rotterdam Ahoy! were not just a Rotterdam way of
acquainting the general public with art in a low-threshold setting, but were an
important source of paid employment for local artists. Ahoy! 1950 and its successor
E55 (Energy 1955) were a considerable boost to the city’s art climate. Art served to
illustrate the themes of the main event, to decorate the pavilions and refreshment
facilities, and to form art exhibitions. During E55, some ten artists painted large
murals. They included Wally Elenbaas, Dick Elffers, Gust Romijn, Jan van Keulen
and Lex Metz. Well-intentioned though their work may have been, “not much of it was
any good,” Jac van der Ster wrote in De Groene Amsterdammer. “Artists are forever
crying out for commissions, and we would add our own voice to those appeals, but it
is a pity the results are so often disappointing. Perhaps it is because some false pride
in the hearts of the artists rebels against working on commission.” The resulting
murals, the critics decided, were a chaotic medley which overwhelmed the viewer
with a flood of impressions which rarely had any bearing on the energy theme. But
that was practically inevitable: “Whenever that mettlesome word energy comes up in
the Netherlands, you shouldn’t expect to find much place or attention being given to
art. Maybe that’s a good thing, for energy always has a well-defined purpose while art
hardly ever does.”(39)

The ambitious E55 exhibition occasioned one of the first modern-art murals
commissioned for the public domain - only a stone’s throw away from Museum
Boijmans Van Beuningen. Karel Appel painted his magnificent Muur der Energie
(Wall of Energy) at the entrance to the exhibition pavilion. It was a colourful mural
which, with a certain stretch of the imagination, might be called the first piece of
graffiti art. The work, measuring 100 metres in length, consisted of an interlocking
succession of dazzlingly coloured abstract patterns. The work’s sheer size and
directness of form laid total claim to the viewer’s attention. A provocative modern
work like this could only be temporary, the critics held: it was too overwhelmingly
obtrusive to be seriously considered as a permanent feature of public space. The
execution of the mural was meticulously documented by the photographer Ed van der



Elsken. His reportage conveys the impression that Appel acted largely as an
organizer, keeping a stern eye on the small army of acolytes who painted the lines
and filled in the colours according to his instructions. One of Appel’s assistants was
the fifteen year old Jan Cremer, then still a window dresser.

The organizers of E55 declared that Appel’s mural depicted “the history of the
world, humanity and civilization”. It moreover expressed the tension between the
“formless, prehistoric chaos” and the “awe-inspiring technical possibilities of
today”.(40) Ambitious? Certainly it was, but many a critic reacted with disdain as
though it were a crude piece of graffiti rather than a serious work of art. Appel used
“shock tactics”, according to Van der Ster, writing in De Groene Amsterdammer.
“Naturally, one cannot gauge colossal ephemera of this kind against some measure
of eternity; a certain magnification, or indeed a simplification, is unavoidable here.
These are not murals but monstrously enlarged posters, eye catchers that scream
out from the wall. The trouble with Appel is that he is here trying to drown out
everything else, including himself and his artistic intuition. Still, he is a painter, and
one day may even become a great painter, as long as he no longer succumbs so
often to the admiration he nurtures for his own audacity, if he expends more care on
his forms, and if he stops suppressing what is at heart an exceptionally pure and
refined sense of colour while straining after effect.”

Striking and audacious though Appel’s work was, the mural failed to usher in a
new trend or development. The next grand public exhibition, the 1960 Floriade,
involved hardly any artists, and Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen treated the event
as an opportunity to hold a show of conventional sculpture in the park. Public space
was still far from being a canvas in its own right - at most it might be taken as an
open air museum. The next year, however, the Rotterdam city council adopted
several proposals relating art in the public space, including the “percentage” rule
under which a fixed portion of major project budgets would be reserved for art. Art
was now no longer a matter solely for private individuals, but official patronage was to
play an active part in visually enhancing the public domain. New public buildings
would henceforth be embellished with facade mosaics or statues and other works of
sculpture. Murals, however, were still not on the agenda of art policy and art history,
and decisions about commissioning works of art under the percentage scheme
remained the preserve of a small group of specialists.

Ten years after Floriade, the Rotterdam art world experienced a new bout of
raised emotions, and it again involved a grand public exhibition: Communicatie 1970,
better known as C70. In the 1950s artists were still accommodating, whether from
idealism or necessity, towards the social goals of events of this kind, but by 1970
artistic autonomy went before all else and tractability was no longer considered a
virtue. Art had to be itself, and could contribute to the city only on its own terms. But
the artists who sought commissions for C70 had little success with this standpoint.
Most of their proposals were rejected by businesspeople and the event organizers as
unworldly, unfeasible or unrealistic. Art, at last autonomous, now risked falling victim
to pride.

A more politically motivated antipathy to C70 also developed. A number of
critical Rotterdam artists, among them Hans Abelman, had united as “Groep Idee”
(Group Idea) and proffered their own alternative, unsolicited, ideas for art at C70.(41)



They believed that the event primarily served the interests of commerce, and that
C70, despite its claim to being about communication, would fail to reach the general
public of Rotterdam in any way whatsoever. The event’s 30 million guilder budget
might better have been invested in urban renewal, Abelman argued, for the condition
of housing in the inner city was deplorable. In the city’s Oude Westen district, artists
joined with residents organizations in holding protest meetings. The city was in
ferment, and artists were eager to support the rundown inner city neighbourhoods.

One artistic achievement was to the credit of C70, however: commissioning
André Volten to design a “communication tower” on the forecourt of the central
railway station. It was of course the very tower that was soon to be transformed into a
Chilean monument, but the structure was first conceived as an urban medium for
communication. Neighbourhood associations and action groups were, by the late
sixties, distributing more and more wall newspapers, posters, flyers and graffiti in
public places. Volten responded to this trend with his communication tower, on which
unofficial flyposting was freely encouraged. More than 25 years before the first
legalized flyposting facilities were instituted, the artist created an alternative venue for
unauthorized printed and handwritten matter. Assignment of the tower less than five
years later to a single action group, the Luis Corvalan Brigada, was not its originally
intended use.

Pressure from socially committed artists, and also from the city council and
then the RKS, was increasingly challenging the elitism of art in the public space.
They no longer wanted “ivory tower situations” but “attention for the role art could
play in the public sphere,” as the RKS noted.(42) In 1970, the RKS had opened the
Lijnbaancentrum gallery, whose remit was not just to show experimental art to a
narrow circle of insiders, but to be a venue for exhibitions addressed to a wide public
and to present work with a bearing on society and popular culture. And what better
location could there be for an art centre of this kind than the Lijnbaan shopping
district? Its artistic director Felix Valk was a talented inspirer, and he could also rely
on Gosse Oosterhof from the RKS who was excellently informed about international
artistic developments. Exhibitions of work by strip cartoon artists (Wordt Vervolgd)
and for example an exhibition about “how motorbikes are portrayed in sculpture,
painting and strips” (Motorr) highlighted the Lijnbaancentrum’s novel attitude towards
art and public space.(43)

In 1972, the RKS launched the Townpainting programme, again on the
initiative of Adriaan van der Staay. He was strongly influenced by a new series of
exhibitions that had been held in the Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, including
People’s Park (1970) and De Straat (The Street) (1972), both organized by the Van
Abbe’s director Jean Leering.(44) Van der Staay was not just a man of action and an
optimist, but also a child of the sixties. His standpoint was one of all power to the
imagination, and he intended to bring the world to Rotterdam. He also wanted to
shake up Rotterdam’s torpid artistic community and outdated cultural infrastructure.
As he explained to NRC Handelsblad, “When | came to work in Rotterdam, | saw
artists functioning as though in a cloistered order, upheld by the community, and | got
the feeling that we had to grasp every opportunity to improve contact between artists
and the public. Our exhibition Paint Up was one of our efforts in this direction. The
project also formed part of a whole programme mean