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The present work depicts a mother's anguish during a deadly student protest that erupted in the city of
Chilpancingo in the Mexican state of Guerrero in December 1960. In the preceding years, political
tensions in Guerrero had mounted between the left-wing Partido Comunista Mexicano and Partido

Popular Socialista and Governor General Raúl Caballero Aburto of the ruling Partido Revolucionario
Institucional. Caballero Aburto was characterized as highly militaristic and considered by some to be
despotic and corrupt. In the summer of 1960, the historic Colegio del Estado lost its autonomy and

came under the control of the State as the newly renamed University of Guerrero. Students and
administrators organized non-violent demonstrations which were supported by peasant workers in

Chilpancingo and the Civic Association of Guerrero (Asociación Cívica Guerrerense)—a group that
fought for land reform and the ouster of Caballero Aburto.

Civil disobedience came to a head on December 30 when during a student protest in Chilpancingo, an
electrician was shot by law enforcement for hanging a protest sign. It sparked a massive demonstration



which turned deadly when the 24th Infantry Battalion was ordered by the Governor to quell the unrest.
The soldiers fired on the crowd, leaving fifteen dead and many more wounded.

The present work is one of a series of approximately 204 cárcel preventive paintings, most of them
completed in cell 36 of the Lecumberri Prison where David Alfaro Siqueiros was convicted of 'social
dissolution' and sentenced for his involvement with the student protests of 1960. He was pardoned by

President Adolfo Lopez Mateos in 1964 after nearly four years of incarceration. Of this period,
Siqueiros remarked, "Prison transformed me into an easel painter. I had always painted murals, and my

earlier portable works were simply sketches for murals. Strictly speaking, I had never done easel
painting until I found myself in jail. I had to think in terms of small paintings—my cell measured only 6 by
12 feet, and the light came from only a tiny window" (quoted in New York Times, "Prison Paintings of

Siqueiros Draw Leftists and Art Lovers," September 13, 1964, p. 82.) The present work is exceptional
for its sheer size—it is among his largest formats for his cárcel preventive paintings with the majority

produced under 18 x 12 inches.

In Desesperación, Siqueiros uses vigorous and viscous brushstrokes with a high-keyed palette to
evoke the visceral impact of the violence. He depicts a faceless woman represented by her hands as
an archetype for those who toil and care for humankind. Through the compositional triangulation of her

form and hands, Siqueiros imbues gravitas and monumentality to this natural and highly personal
expression of weariness and empathy. Desesperación captures the universal experience of grief and

tragedy.

 
 


