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The exhibition From Posada to Isotype, from Kollwitz to Catlett focuses on the evolution of 
graphic art and its role as a tool for social vindication during the first half of the 20th 
century in Germany and Mexico. This artistic medium, without having enjoyed a great 
preeminence in traditional historiography and contrary to its purportedly obsolete and anti-
technological condition, served at that time as a powerful political tool for a large number of 
international art movements. As curators Benjamin H.D. Buchloh and Michelle Harewood 
point out, one of the keys was that "the graphic image became a universal language" in different 
contexts. 
 
The show includes more than 450 works created with different techniques (woodcuts, wood 
engravings, linocut and lithography, among others), many of them from important private 
collections and institutions such as The Metropolitan Museum of Art and MoMA in New York, 
The Art Institute of Chicago, the Library of Congress in Washington, the Centre Pompidou in 
Paris, or the Kunstmuseum Den Haag in The Hague. 
 
The exhibition, organized by Museo Reina Sofía, spreads throughout nine rooms divided into four 
major sections. It begins with two great figures of engraving in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries who became inescapable references in the later development of graphic art: José 
Guadalupe Posada, from Mexico, and Käthe Kollwitz, from Germany.  
 

The second section is devoted to German 
expressionism and specifically to the graphic 
production of artists such as Max Beckmann, Otto 
Dix and George Grosz after World War I, in which 
engraving became a language of the modern German 
nation, differentiated from French cubism and Italian 
futurism. 
 
The third, the most comprehensive of all, deals with 
the work of Mexico's Taller de Gráfica Popular 
(TGP), a collective founded in 1937 that involved a 
melting pot of artists and activists from various 
countries (Mexico, Germany, Spain, USA, etc.), 
including Mexico's Leopoldo Méndez, Switzerland's 
Hannes Meyer and the United States' Elizabeth 
Catlett. Through its huge production of leaflets, 
posters, pamphlets and engravings, this group 
contributed to the strengthening of progressive 
political formations that supported important social and 
political causes. 
 

The last section focuses on the Isotype (International System of Typographic Picture Education) 
project of the Austrians Otto Neurath and Marie Reidemeister-Neurath and the German Gerd 
Arntz, an initiative that gained international recognition as an ideal medium to formulate a 
language of truly international, functional and universally legible signs 



 

 
  

Posada and Kollwitz, the great pioneers 
 
The first room of the exhibition compares 
and contrasts the work of José 
Guadalupe Posada (1852-1913, 
Mexico) and Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945, 
Germany), two figures that exerted an 
enormous influence on later generations 
of political graphic artists in Mexico, the 
United States, the Soviet Union and 
China. 
 
Situated in opposite ends of the 
geopolitical and artistic scale, Posada 
produced sharp political caricatures, 
advertisements and vignettes in the 
context of the Mexican Revolution, while 
Kollwitz's work adopted a socialist and 
feminist tenor to reflect the social upheavals of the German Empire and the World War I.  

Posada, considered a great caricaturist, worked in Mexico City as an illustrator for newspapers’ 
publishers such as Revista de México and La Patria Ilustrada, as well as pamphlets produced for 
a mostly semi-literate public. In alignment with a progressive ideology, the artist made thousands 
of images, many of them based on one of Mexico's most common icons, the skeleton and the 
skull (“calavera”), as can be seen in his exhibited works, including the engravings Calavera las 
bicicletas (ca. 1900) and La Calavera Oaxaqueña (1903). 

Posada's infinite variations on the existential and social 
struggles of the “calaveras” made his imagery very popular 
locally and attracted the international attention of 
expressionist critics such as Ernst Toller and Paul 
Westheim from Germany, and other figures such as Sergei 
Eisenstein and André Breton. In addition, he became the 
foundational figure for Mexican artists who, like Diego 
Rivera, demanded an authentic genealogy of Mexican art. 

For her part, Käthe Kollwitz, who was raised in a family of 
strong social democratic convictions, tried to continue the 
most refined realist graphic arts’ tradition to represent the life 
of the women and the working class in Berlin at the beginning 
of the 20th century. 
 
After a series of self-portraits, the exhibition shows her series 

of engravings Ein Weberaufstand [March of the Weavers] (1893–1897) and Bauernkrieg 
[Peasants’ War,] (1903–1908), a portfolio that was considered one of the most outstanding 



 

 
  

graphic cycles of the twentieth century for its vindication of social justice. The death of her 
youngest son at the beginning of World War I prompted her third major work, Krieg (War, 1922–
1923), where she replaced political agitation with feminist opposition and mourning, becoming an 
ardent pacifist and a great critic of the living conditions and the social role of working-class 
mothers. 
 

German expressionism 

The exhibition’s second room is devoted to German 
graphic production after World War I and, specifically, to 
the work produced by artists  Max Beckmann (1884-
1950), Otto Dix (1891-1969) and George Grosz (1893-
1959), three of Germany's most prominent post-
expressionist painters, according to the show’s curator 
Benjamin H.D. Buchloh. 

Between 1919 and 1924 these artists produced different 
engravings where they reflected the traumas of World 
War I in Germany and their opposition to the militaristic 
resurgence and revanchism of the right wing. 

Thus, Beckmann's series of eleven traditional lithographs 
Die Hölle [Hell] (1919) caustically portrays the decadence 
of life and art under the bourgeois order, as can be seen 
in the lithographs The Ideologues, The Hunger or The 
Night.  

In the nine cheaply printed photolithographs Gott mit uns [God with us] (1920) - whose title comes 
from the German soldiers' belt buckle motto- Grosz presents a legend in German, English and 
French, with various messages that ridicule the connections between capitalism and militarism in 
Germany and that cost him a trial for defamation of the army.  

More crudely, Dix's Der Krieg [The War] (1924), a set of fifty prints published on the occasion of 
the tenth anniversary of the outbreak of the Great War, reflects, in the style of Goya, the vast 
horrors of the conflict. 

 

Taller de Gráfica Popular  

The third and most extensive section of the exhibition, spread over six rooms, focuses on the 
Taller de Gráfica Popular (TGP) [The People’s Print Workshop] in Mexico, a country that, after 
the revolutionary process that began in 1910, also participated in the debates about the 
advantages of the graphic medium as a tool for the communication and the education of the 
working and rural classes.  



 

 
  

The first of these rooms shows the work of the founders of this collective -one of the most 
representative and successful groups in the universal history of graphic art-, created in 1937: 
Raúl Anguiano (1913-2006), Luis Arenal (1908-1985), Leopoldo Méndez (1902-1969), Pablo 
O'Higgins (1904, USA-1983, Mexico), Ángel Bracho (1910-2005) and Alfredo Zalce (1908-
2003). 

The Taller was formed within the Liga de Escritores y Artistas Revolucionarios (LEAR) [League 
of Revolutionary Writers and Artists] and among its objectives was the promotion of graphic 
production "for the benefit of the interests of the people of Mexico" through a system of collective 
work. 

The members of the Workshop met weekly to democratically discuss topics of interest, define 
which organizations of the workers' movement needed support and how the group was willing to 
collaborate with them. 

The production of a large 
number of pamphlets, posters, 
leaflets and engravings by this 
group not only contributed to the 
strengthening of progressive 
political actors that supported 
causes such as the 
nationalization of mining and oil 
resources or the land rights of 
indigenous populations, but also 
to the fight against fascism.  

The next room focuses in more 
detail on the work of Leopoldo 
Méndez, an outstanding 
member of the Taller, who dedicated himself exclusively to engraving, conceived as a popular 
instrument in the context of the broad reforms of the post-revolutionary government.  

His vigorous style, inspired by the legacy of José Guadalupe Posada, as can be seen precisely 
in Posada en su taller (Homenaje a Posada) (1953) or in Deportación a la Muerte (Tren de la 
muerte) (1942), as well as his strong mastery of composition marked the artistic directions of the 
TGP for a long time. 

Refugee artists at the TGP 

The next part of this section examines the contribution made to the TGP by exiles from Europe 
after fleeing the rise of fascism. In 1938, Heinrich Gutman, who had held leading positions at 
LEAR as editor-in-chief of the magazine Frente a Frente, founded the Liga Pro Cultura Alemana 
(Pro-German Culture League), which in 1939 organized a series of lectures on Nazism and 
fascism, advertised by posters produced by the most active TGP artists of the time.   



 

 
  

Some examples that can be seen at the exhibition 
are the works of Leopoldo Méndez and Luis 
Arenal, who depicted the propaganda apparatus 
of German fascism; or Isidoro Ocampo (1910-
1983), who contributed with images on anti-
Semitism, fascism in Japan and a poster on 
fascism in Spain with a striking portrait of Franco in 
the company of a monstrous skull. The posters by 
Pablo O'Higgins and Guillermo Monroy deal 
with the role of men or youth in fascist society. 

The fourth room dedicated to the TGP highlights 
the work of Hannes Meyer (1889-1954), director 
of the Bauhaus in Dessau between 1927 and 1930, 
who arrived in Mexico in 1939 where he remained 

for 10 years. His early links with the Liga Pro Cultura Alemana led to his appointment as director 
of the TGP between 1940 and 1943, and again between 1946 and 1949. Among the various 
editorial works he developed, in 1943 was published, under his artistic direction, El libro negro del 
terror Nazi en Europa [Black book of Nazi terror in Europe], an important edition -of which a copy 
can be seen at the exhibition- that includes images made by 22 artists of the TGP and documents 
the crimes perpetrated by Nazism through 56 testimonies. Also featured here are works by other 
TGP members such as, among others, Ignacio Aguirre (1900-1990), Alberto Beltrán (1923-
2002), Jesús Escobedo (1918-1978), Adolfo Mexiac (1927-2019), Fernando Pacheco (1918-
2013) or Mariana Yampolsky (1925, USA-2002, Mexico) or Alfredo Zalce.  

On the other hand, because of the TGP's ties to the labor 
movement in the United States and Mexico, between 1945 
and 1947 several American artists, including Elizabeth 
Catlett (1915, USA- 2012, Mexico), joined the TGP. Inspired 
by the recently published TGP portfolio Estampas de la 
Revolución Mexicana (1947), Catlett created her first portfolio 
of fifteen linoleum prints, I am the Black Woman, a work that 
can be seen-in part-in the fifth room dedicated to the TGP and 
is based on popular prints and photographs of African-
American heroines. Although Käthe Kollwitz was already a 
reference for her, the graphic culture of the TGP caused her 
to rethink her initial rethink her initial conceptions and ended 
up merging Mexicanity with European and American versions 
of social realism. 

Along with her, in this same space, visitors can contemplate 
works by other African-American artists such as Margaret 
Taylor Burroughs (1915-2010), John Woodrow Wilson (1922-2015) and Charles White 
(1918-1979), who were politically and socially committed and took refuge in Mexico during the 
political and racial repression of the McCarthy era. 



 

 
  

In the case of Burroughs, he joined the TGP after collaborating with Catlett at La Esmeralda 
Academy and the exhibition shows works such as Mexican Boy (1952). Wilson, in turn, joined the 
Taller after noticing the growing topicality of print political culture and, during his five-year stay in 
Mexico, executed lithographs such as Trabajador (1951).  

White, who studied with Grosz in New York, was Catlett’s husband, with whom he went to Mexico 
in 1947 and participated briefly in the Taller. A selection of ten of his works can be seen in the 
exhibition.  

The last room, dedicated to the production of the TGP, shows works already produced in the 
1950s by members of the collective such as Mariana Yampolsky, Lorenzo Guerrero, Celia 
Calderón de la Barca (1921-1969) or Andrea Gómez (1926-2012), to name a few, at a time 
when numerous exhibitions of the Taller and its members took place abroad, thanks to which the 
TGP experienced years of singular apogee.  

Collective projects and the creation of posters referring to political themes gradually diminished, 
with the exception of the "calaveras", a genre of great popular acceptance that became a TGP 
classic. 

 

The Isotype Project 

The exhibition ends with a section presenting extensive graphic 
documentation of the Isotype project that began after World War I 
and marked a turning point in the application of printing techniques 
for political action. After the social realism of Kollwitz or the political 
caricature of German expressionism, the figurations of Franz 
Wilhelm Seiwert (1894- 1933) and Gerd Arntz (1900-1988), 
identified at first as "figurative constructivism," contributed to the 
evolution of the Isotype project. 

Conceived by Otto Neurath (1882-1945), Marie Reidemeister-
Neurath (1898-1986) and Gerd Arntz, this project was developed 
in various phases and locations (Düsseldorf, Vienna, Moscow, The 
Hague and London) and rapidly gained international recognition, 
both in practical applications for a new and emerging information 
society and in terms of a theoretical debate on the suitable roles of 
the pictorial.  

The principles of the Isotype project were designed to transmit sociological, economic and political 
information which was key for the working classes in traditional nation States, and for post-colonial 
States emerging in the interwar period and out of World War II.  

 



 

 
  

Catalogue 

On the occasion of the exhibition, the Reina Sofía Museum has published a catalogue in Spanish 
and English that, in addition to images and a list of the, includes texts by the curator Benjamin 
H.D. Buchloh and a long list of other authors including Kirsten J. Burke, Bay ByrneSim, Elizabeth 
McCausland Peter Chametzky, Thomas Gretton, Kristie La, Sarah W. Mallory, Hannes Meyer,  
Sandra Neugärtner, Marie Neurath, Helga Prignitz, Sarah C. Rosenthal, Lynette Roth, Anna 
Seghers, Georg Stibi, and Paul Westheim. 

 

For further information: 
PRESS OFFICE 
MUSEO REINA SOFÍA 
internacioalprensa@museoreinasofia.es 
(+34) 91 774 10 2281 
www.museoreinasofia.es/prensa  
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