10. Internal Exiles: The Interventionist Public
and Performance Art of Asco

C. Ondine Chavoya

Asco (NALISEA)

1. a feeling of sickness at the stomach, with an mpulse o vomit
Z. disgust; loathing

3. Gronk, Patssi, Gamboa, Herron

4, Collaborations 1972 thru 1976

—Harry Gambaa Jr. and Gronk in “imterview: Gronk and Gamboa™

Formed in the early 19705 by four Chicano artists from East Los Angeles, Asco setout to
test the limits of art—its production, distriburion, reception, and exhibition. As a col-
laborative creative corps, the original members of Asco, Harry Gamboa Jr., Gronk,
Willie Herrén, and Patssi Valdez,! engaged in performance, public arr, and conceprual
multimedia art. The artists merged activism with performance in response to this turbu-
lent social and political period in Los Angeles and within the larger international con-

text of alternative youth cultures and radical politics of the late 1960s and carly 1970s.
often using their bodies and guerrilla, or

Asco created art by any means necessary,
eir shared sense of dis-

hit-and-run, tactics. The artists banded together through th
placement and as an alternative to gangs, violence, and other negative elements affect-

ing the community. Manifesting their ideas in the public arena of
representation and documentation and expertly

tions by crearing alternauve methods of ac-
cess and distribution. Their work critically satirized and challenged the conventions of
modernist “high” art as well as those of “ethnic” or community-based arc. The conno-
tations of their self-adopred name, Asco, cestifies to the initial effect of the group. Asco

the streets, the

artists recognized the power of public

learned to circumvent traditional institu
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is Spanish for nausea or repulsion with the impu lse to vomit. '_H'"-' name ac

the response that their street and gallery work [_T:'nﬂl'nki‘d. particularly from withi the

Chicano are movement. Throughout the 19705 and into the 1980s, the Asco groupiai.

diated urban streer actions that critically interrogated the social space of Los Angels,

Farmed in the early 19708 by four Chicano artises trom East Los Angeles, Asco set e

to explore and exploit the unlimited media of concept and, in this way, create “cop

ceptual art in urban form” (Sandoval 1980). _

' This essay discusses the intersections of performance, iterventionist public s
and media technologies in the work of Asco while focusing on what their early public
art actions clucidate about public space and urban relations in Los Angeles.? Al
several years of collecting the traces and fragments of Asco’s history of productin;
I have come to understand that one of the most salient and dynamic characteristics of
their public work was Asco’s talent for situating social critique in contested urban
spaces. The frequent object of their critical interventions was the normative landscape
and official culture of Los Angeles that has repeatedly represented the city’s Chicano
population as an invisible “phantom culture” (Gamboa 1981: 15). Asco developed &
sophisticated visual and theoretical language attentive to the specihe geographies of
Los Angeles and, in particular, the urban Chicano barrios. Through performance, the
artists brought urgene atrention to the urban spectacles of violence, police brusaliry
exploitation, and discrimination. It was here that the geographic and social space of
Los Angeles became much more than the site of production; it became the very mate-
rial for Asco’s conceptual arc.?

Asco and the Ethics of Combat

Withour contextualizing Asco’s public spectacles, it would be difficult o discern the
dynamic interaction berween critique and seduction, play and provocation, and a-
tivism and abstraction that characterizes them. Thus, | consider Asco’s public antin
relation to the historical surveillance, suppression, and erasure of Chicano public
space and contextualize their acstheric strategies and interventionist tactics within the
practices and activitics of the Chicano Civil Rights movement.

Between 1968 and 1973, Chicanos in southern California prure:il:cd the dispropor-
tionate number of Chicano casualties in the Viernam War and the relationship be-
tween this statistic and inequities of education and unequal opportunity for C}'iﬂ?
youth. Gamboa, Gronk, Herrén, and Valdez all artended Garfield High School I
East LA., the nation's largest barrio and a locus of political organization and ¥io
lence. Harry Gamboa Jr. helped revive Regeneracign, a Chicano political and literar]
Magazine first published by Mexican anarchist Ricardo Flores Magon in the el
900s. Gamboa became an editor in 1971 and enlisted Valdez, Herrén, and Gronk ©
work on the publication. This was the first time the four artists came together ook
labarate on 2 single project.” Without formal training, few available models, and e¥"
fewer venues for exhibition, Regeneracidn was Asco’s collaborative training Emu"d'
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While in high school, the artists were involved in a clique of the Chicano youth |
movement that “rebelled against social victimization by adopting ‘an extreme and
famboyant use of language and fashion'™ (Dubin 1986: 2). Known as Jetrers, mem- (i
bers of this group were noted for their wild dress, tricky talk, and sardonic attitudes,
and their “extravagance of dress and manner served as a placard for social impotence”
(Gamboa 1985). As Gamboa recounts:

With over three thousand predominantly Chicano students faced with unequal
opportunities at home and probable overrepresentation in the helds of death in
Vietnam, . . . |Garfield] high school gained notoriety as the wendserter of Chicano
fashion, etiquerte, violence, and slang, . . . The murual awareness of the musicians
and artists in the midst of social and political change allowed them to convey their

shared experience through personal and group expressions of music or art. (Gamboa

rggn: 127)

On March s, 1968, maore than one thousand students walked out of five high
schools in protest of the substandard educational system in East L.A. By the end of
the week, sixteen high schools were involved, and over ten thousand students were on
sirike during the fifteen-day period. This student boycote for educational reform,
known as the Chicano Blowouts, was the first major mass protest against racism un-
dertaken by Mexican-Americans in the history of the United States. This organized,
nonviolent student strike “brought the largest school system in the nation to a stand-
still and made news across the country; a Los Angeles Times reporter interprered the
strike as “The Birth of Brown Power’” (Munoz 1989: 64). Nonvialence, however, did
not prevail. Students, demanding to address the board of education, assembled in a
public park, where they encountered the newly instated Disaster and Riot Training
(DART) forces, Student resistance was met with police hostility and violence.

On March 4, 1968, the day before the frst planned blowour, FBI Director
). Edgar Hoover issued a memo to lacal law enforcement officials across the country
urging them to place top priority on political intelligence work to prevent the develop-
ment of nationalist movements in minority communities.” Gronk, the first to engage in
petformance and life action art, contributed to the political newspaper (rrassroots
Forum and Chicano nationalist student publications. Gamboa served as the vice presi-
dent of the Garfield High School Blowout Committee and contributed to the activist

news periodicals Chicana Student News and La Raza. Gamboa's role in urgani?.ing the
“New Left” internal subversives and

Blowouts made him the targer of surveillance by
2 U.S. Senate subcommiteee in

un-American activities observers. In testimony before
1970, Gamboa was named one of the hundred most dat
in the United States, along with Angela [avis, Eldridge
Tijerina; Gamboa's part in organizing the Blowouts was deemed “antiestablishment, an-
tiwhite, and militant” propaganda (Commitree on the Judiciary, U.5. Senate, 1970: F?}-

The military resonances of the term “avant-garde” are dually relevant whlcn dis-
cussing Asco. Asco’s avant-garde strategics were “arban survival techniques” (Gamboa

1gerous and violent subversives
Cleaver, and Reies Lopez
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i Brookman 1983: 6) thar emerged from the organized protest movement against e
use of Chicanos, and ather people of color, as the literal avant-garde in the war iy
Vietnam. The emphatic characteristic integral to the diversity of work Asco produce]
i< their “cthics of combar.™ “Ethics of combar” is perhaps the most appropriate phrage
to describe Asco’s signature form of spatially politicized aesthetics. In the face of erig,

Asco engaged a transverse ractic of heterotopic resistance and deviation.

i Through effectively engaged countersites, Asco actualized what several past-
modern theorists have called for, and auempru{ to identify, in contemporary cultur|
practices., Scholarship in urban studies, t'll|Turu|I5EllliiE.H. and more recently art histony
has undertaken the analysis of the production of space as a conflictual process of domi-
nation and resistance to domination (under capiralism) (Deutsc he 1992: 42). Marking
the city as the most immediate locus for the production and circulation of power—
“the headquarters of societal modes of regulation” (Soja 1989: 235)—much of dis
work either originates from or takes up the pai ticularly overdetermined postmodem
example of Los Angeles.? Chicano history, a history explicitly parenthetical in this
work on postmodern cultural geography, is the story of territorial occupation through
Legal manipLIlE[iDH wurking in concert with violence [Gutiérrez-Jones 1995 100}l
Situated as an aesthetic coalition of politics and production, Asco's public ar recop
nizes space as a terrain of political practices and enacts the emancipatory potential ofa

spatial, aesthetic imaginarion (Villa 1993: 36)."

Walking Murals and Dther Defacements

On Christmas Eve 1971, Gamboa, Gronk, and Herrén performed their first walking
mural, Stations of the Cross, and iconoclastically transformed the Mexican Catholic
tradition of the Posadas into a ritual of remembrance and resistance against the deaths
in Vietnam. The trio arrived at the corner of Eastern Avenue and Whittier Boulevard
in outlandish makeup and costume. Carrying a brightly colored cardboard cros
Hereén led the procession as a stylized calavera-Christ wearing a long Howing white
robe with an emblazoned sacred heart. Faithlessly following him were Gamboa, 54
zombie altar boy wearing an “animal skull headpicce to ward off unsolicited comm-
nion” (Gamboa 1991: 124), and Gronk as Pontius Pilate in clownlike makeup, a bur
gundy velver gown, and his signature accessories: a green bowler hat and an excessive:
ly large, beige fake fur purse.

Performing the “Stations of the Cross” along a one-mile stretch of Whircier Boule
vard, the procession’s final rite was held before the U.S. Marines Recruiting Genterd
the Goodrich Boulevard intersection, Gronk blessed the site with Kress dimestof
popeorn and the trio observed a ceremonial five minutes of silence. The fftece-fo
cross was placed at the door of the recruitment center before they fled the 7=
Stations of the Cross conceprually, if not efficaciously, staged an urban disturbante &
%'mbﬂ“ﬁ_lﬂ}f black any further Chicanos from enlisting at the center that day.

Patssi Valdez joined Gamboa, Gronk, and Herrén for their encore Christmas

e
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Figare 1. Asco, Walking Muval, 1972, Left to right: Palssi Valdez, Willie Herndn, Gronk. Phatograph by Harry Gambass Jr.

Used by pesrnission of the aris!

Whittier Boulevard performance in 1972, tided Wialking Mural. As a result of the
Chicano Moratorium against the Vietnam War (1970), a peaceful demonstration that
wrned into a police riot, and subsequent retaliations and urban disturbances, the
Annual East Los Angeles Christmas parade had been canceled.!? Assuming the tradi-
tional course of the countermanded parade, the artists staged a public spectacle in
which they were both the participants and floats. In the process they advanced the
convention of street murals from a static media to a moving performance medium.

Wilking Mural was a counterspectacle intervention—a carnivalesque inversion of
authority and a reclamartion of social space. As public manifestations, Stations of the
Lrags and Wﬂi’.{-@fﬂg Mural are more than reminiscent of social protest. “So much death
had been occurring and does occur in East L.A. without any meaning attached to it,”
Gamboa said in an interview. “We wanted to give people a certain kind of almost
gastro-intestinal response” (Sandoval 1978). Asco's theater of social engagement was a
thetics and activism, Improvising absurd

imagery and environmental interventions was Asco’s caleulared tactic to disrupt the
e 15 As Herrén states, “We wouldnt plan it 50

form of celebratory protest that merged aes

perceptual responses of the audienc
people could actually come and see it, we would just drop in on everything in its nor-
mal partern” (Brown and Crist 1985). Even if starded spectators and unknowing par-
ticipants could not precisely decipher their allusive critique, the artists hoped that the
very occurrence of these bizarre and unorthodox activities in public thoroughfares

would raise questions in the minds of viewers."

When asked why Whittier Boulevard was so significant in their performances,
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Herrén replied, “Because we felt wed ger ma.xim_um exposure there and alsg "
cause that particular . . . stretch was the focal point of the riots. . . . To this day
[1985] the police completely block the street after 10:00 p.m. on weekends 5o yoy
can't drive through” (Brown and Crist 1985). Chon Noriega and 1 discussed this o
dion in relation to the multiple critiques that Asco’s public performances actualized,
Noriega, emphasizing the last point Herron alludes to, positioned these critiques 1

follows:

Part of whar they were saying was that the Mural Movement and the Chicane An
Movement had become as Frozen as the "frozen revoluton” of Mexico that i was
referencing, and that its icons had ceased to funcrion in a flexible enough manner for
sither acsthetic or political ends. . . . [TThey were also critiquing the Face that in
1971-72, Chicanos could not walk down Whittier Boulevard without being stopped
by the police. . . - So they were situating their critique in a space that Chicanos did

not have access to—public space.’

Momentarily retaking control of the landscape, the artists enacted an alternative in
terpretative practice from the position of those subordinated by urban spatial politics
As Rosalyn Deutsche reminds us, “The unity of public space depends on repressing—
on establishing—as external to ‘the public—the differences and conflicts as wel
as outright injustices of urban life; public space becomes an appropriated territory
subject to, rather than representing the limit of, regulatory power” (Deutsche 199z
38-39). Underpinning the dominant social geography of Los Angeles is a disciplinary
structure of containment and exclusion maintained by various policing activities and
organizations (Davis 1990). The effectively enforced practices of containment and ex-
clusion are accordingly racialized; the producrion of space for cultural hegemony in
Los Angeles, manifest and mainrained by its exclusionary and segregared spatial for
mation, has historically labored to implement and secure the systematic conainment
of the Chicano population, physical and otherwise. This technique of social-spatia
control can be seen as an effort to relegate Chicanos “to a sphere ourside the public; 0
bar admiteance to the discursive construction of the public, and in this way; prohibit
participation in the space of public communication” (Deutsche 1992: 38). The expert
enced effects of this prohibitive and disciplinary exclusion were poignancly EPi“’“ﬂmi
in testimony presented to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights investigating contif
ued allegations of police brutality and violations of federal law by L.A. law enforce-
ment agencies during the East LA, riots of 1970. As one community rpresentaive
proclaimed, “Whether the law knows it or not . . . we're the public, even if we i
brown" (Commission 1970 13).

. .hx.ﬁ took the issues of “minority” representation, access, and inclusion in publi
IstIftions to an unprecedented, if mischievous, extreme with the 1972 performant
Project Pie in DeiFace. This event was incited by a confrontational meeting begwect
qur!hm and & curator at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA) co
cerning the absence of Chicano art in the museum’s collection and exhibitions
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curator’s response was that Chicanos didn't make “fine art”; they only make “folk art”
o they were in gangs. In reply, Gamboa, Gronk, and Herrén initated Project Pie in .
DefFace, also known as Spraypaint LACMA, by signing their names to all the county
museum entrances in gang-style fashion, thereby claiming the institution and all jts
contents as the artists’ own conceprual piece—"the first conceprual work of Chicano
arc to be exhibited at LACMA” (Gamboa 1991: 125).16
Project Pie in De/Face crystallized the arvists’ collective identity as a collaborative
performance group- The prejudicial practices of the arts institutions, coupled with di-
rected spatial interventions into a new realm, the west side of LA, fueled Asco’s crea-
tive and subversive edge for the next ten years.'” In 1973, the group began a series of f
midnight art productions, the [nstructional Destruction Prajects, by spray-painting bill-
hoards and walls on Sunsct Boulevard with slogans such as “Pinchi Placa Come Caca”
(Fuckin' cops eat shit), “Viet/ Barrio,” “Gringo Laws = Dead Chicanes,” and *Yanqui
Go Home."” In one such incident, the arists were stopped, searched, and interrogared
by three units and six depuries of the L.A. County Sheriff’s Department (Gamboa

and Gronk 1976: 33).

Symbolic Resistance/Spatial Interventions: Nonplace and the Symbolized Space of Place

The space of non-place creates neither singular identity nor relations; only solitude, and siml

fude, There i no roam for history unless it has been transformed info an element of spectacie

—Marc Auge

FEI]I'E 2 Asca, First Supper (sfter 8 Major Rint), 1974 Photograph by Hamy Garmboa M. Used by F'.'fm|5'5j|.3|'l of the ariist
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First Supper (after a Major Riot) was performed on December 24, 1974, during nul
hour on a traffic island at Arizona Streer and Whittier Boulevard in East Los Ag s
In this performance Asco adopted the act of occupation in licu of their previoushy mo.
bile tactics. The traffic island the artists occupied had been built over a pariculady
bloody site of the East L.A. riots as a part of an urban “redevelopment” project iy
1973. Following the riots, the surrounding buildings, sidewalks, and strects were Jor.
: eled and rebuilt to prevent further public demonstrations.'® The redevelopment of
' Whittier Boulevard is an example of urban planning administered as a preventive ob-
i stacle and punitive consequence for mass social protest. Transtorming the traffic js-
land into a stage for a macabre reenactment of the Last Supper, including elemens
| from Days of the Dead celebrations, the artists memorialized the death and destrue.
tion that occurred at the scene years carlier.' Beyond identifying the site as 2 spatid
s}rmbnl of subordination, First Supper cnacts a counterspectacle to mitigate its trans
formation into a nonplace and spectacle of historical amnesia.*

Immediately following the occupation of the traffic island, Asco initiated another
performance concerning forced immobility and bound constraints. Gronk invented
the frstant Mural when he fastened Humberto Sandoval a nd Patssi Valdez to the cxre-
rior wall of a liquor store with masking rape. Gamboa’s account of the performance
provocatively suggests how this enigmaric happening was received: “Several anony-
mous individuals, concerned about their welfare, offered to help Valdez and Sandomal
escape from the confines of low-tack masking tape. After an hour of entrapment,
Valdez and Sandoval simply walked away from the visually intimidaring, yet physi-
cally weak lengths of tape” (Gamboa 1991: 126).

Through Asco’s spatial-aesthetic imagination, fnstant Mural renders idiographic
the “relations of power and discipline inscribed in the apparentdy innocent spatia]iq.'
of social life” (Soja 1989: 6). [nstant Mural can be interpreted as challenging the fn-
gility of social controls while “acrualizing the adhesive relations between society ant
space, history and geography” (Soja 1989: 223), with specihc attention ro the locarions
and functions of culwural identity and gender within this paradigm. In this way, Ascals
ethics of combat can be seen as making us, in the words of Edward Soja, * insistently
aware of how space can be made to hide consequences from us . . . how human geo-
graphies become filled with politics and ideology” (Soja 1989: 6). Given their sparial
and historical contexts, Walking Mural, First Supper, and [nstant Mourad are simultane
ously prophetic evocations of space, tactical forms of symbolic resistance, and spatil
interventions. In this manner, the “symbolized space of place” constitutes the verf
material for Asco’s urban performances,

i "Ef'hen members of a local Chicano gang discover plutonium in cans of 51”1.:"
pain in Lorenas Lament (1981), East L.A. gangs enter into the nuclear age of atome
gang warfare. This fotonovela performance, also known as Last Rites i the Left Lave
occurred on the Fourth Streer Bridge at Lorena Strect. Twelve performers blockaded
the center lanes of the bridge for over two hours; when three LAPD squad cars arived
at the scene, the only evidence of the disturbance found were discarded acrosol s

-
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“The bridge,” Michel de Certeau contends, “is ambiguous everywhere” and rep-
esents a "transgression of the limit, a disobedience of the law of place . . . [and] the
‘berrayal’ of an order” (de Certeau 1984: 128). The Fourth Strect Bridge divides and
connects East Los Angeles to downtown, Hollywood has imaged the hn'dge inniimer-
sble times as an abject zone of demarcation in film, as in Boslevard Nights (1979) and
M; Eamilia (1995), and television, as in the popular series CHIPS. The persistent rep-
resentation of the Fourth Street Bridge as boundary and frontier has invested it with
an iconic aura and metonymic power by which to signify the phantasmagoric threat
of East L.A. and those who occupy it. Given de Certeau’s uncanny interpretation of
the bridge as an attack of state, the ambition of a conquering power, or the flight of an
aile, the Fourth Street Bridge is the exemplary space, or nonplace, for a dystopic bar-

rio rendition of global politics.

Media Hoaxes

Asco set Ut to PromOre an Awarencss of violence and the foolishness of promoting it
(Gamboa in Rupp 1985). Seeing the problems and violence facing East L.A. "as prab-
lems because we were right in the middle of it; we wanted to change it. We wanted to
reach inside and pull people’s guts out” (Herrdn in Benavidez 1981). It was this set of
shared convictions that made it additionally imperative for them to shatter “peoples
preconceprions of what Chicano artists should do” {((Gamboa in Benavidez and Vozoft
1984: 51).

Decoy Gang War Victim (1974) was both a performance and a media intervention.
After closing off a residential city block with flares in the Lil Valley area of East LA,
Gronk sprawled across the asphalt with ketchup all over him, posing as the “viceim" of
a gang retribution killing. As Gamboa explains, “We would go around and whenever
we heard of where there might be potential violence, we would ser up these decoys so
they would think someone had already been killed” (Brookman 1983: 7-8). The per-
formance’s status as media hoax and counterspecracle depended upon the significant-
ly different purposes to which the documentation was put o use. Asco distribured a
photograph of the performance to various publications and television stations, which
was accepted by the local media as a real scenario of violence. The image was broad-
cast, for example, on KH]-TV L.A. Channel 9, as an “suthentic” Fast L.A. Chicano
gang murder and condemned as a prime example of rampant gang violence in the
City of Angels, Whether the decoy restored peace to the barrio or was effective in can-
celing our the media’s representation of an actual death is highly unlikely; however,
the process ex posed the possibility of media man ipularion to artists.

Rﬁiugniling the power of documentation, the artsts appmpriatf.‘d the El:"'“r"‘:':ﬂ_";EIE
of media publicity. This merger of performance and media manipulation became in-
tegeal to furure Asco activities, The artists were all too familiar with the power “FPh”‘m'
graphic documents “to structure belief and recruit consent; the power of convicton

and the power to convict” (Tagg 1994: 146). Not only did the mass media represent

g_#



Figure 3. Asco, Asshole Mural, 1975, Left to right: Willie Hesrdn, Palssi Valdez, Gronk. Photograph by Harry Gamboa

Used by pesrnigsion of {he artist

crime and violence as East Los Angeles’ “major gross product” (Brookman 1983: 8,
but also the FBI's COINTELPRO agency targeted Gamboa for “internal subversives”
surveillance. This was possible, Gamboa argues, because “they [the FBI] had pictures
and | didn't have pictures to prove my point” (Noriega 1996: 14). Thus Gambo
characrerizes Asco’s work as “conceprually political” (Brookman 1983: 1); that is to 3y,
its themes were often |'!-L‘1|i1im| or violent, or F?uEHiq.lH}' violent, or about violence
against those who were !'?L]“Ti['i'll.. As Kl‘lﬁih:!—‘b‘r.l,rg;l.-. concludes, “Asco rendered new
interpretations of the Chicano urban experience which emphasized the irrationalify
of an environment shaped by violence, racial oppression, and exploitation” (Kosiba-
Vargas 1988: 4). The impetus was not o create spectacles per se bur o bring atten-
tion to the spectacular condirion of everyday life in the barrio and, through counter-

spectacles, to destabilize the power of the media (to represent it as such).

Abject Space, Abject Actions

ML.“? spatially politicized acsthetics embodied resistant meanings in order to mabilie
I.'#.'SLS[IF!HI.' readings. In one performance series Asco members appointed themselves
municipal officials 1o East LA, an unincorporated county territory withour a cif
hall. Asco toured their “municipality” on random site visits, designating varius spac
and objects to be civic landmarks, monuments, and preservation zones. In one such

i



Intermal Exiles — 199

“No-Maovie” performance, a storm drain was anointed with the illustrious ticle Asshole
Mural (1975)-
The sewer, Stallybrass and White suggest, beyond supplying the fundamental I |
cubstructure for the city to manage and purify waste, is a symbolic system thar func-
tions as, and represents, “the conscience of the town” (Stallybrass and White 1986
140-41). The social organization of the city’s topography is structured by concepts of
the body thar are, in turn, mapped according to notions of dirt and cleanliness; these
mediating ideologies “always-already” inscribe “relations of class, gender, and race”
(Seallybrass and White 1986: 125, 130, 145). In Asshole Mural, Asco reverses the symbol-
i axis of the city’s system of spatial purihication and organization by memorializing its '
abject, orificial source.?! The artists identify the city'’s waste disposal system as the
ciry's asshole and claim it as a ready-made mural. By physically and conceptually posi-
tioning themselves at the permeable center of the system thar demarcates the elean
from foul, high from low, east from west, and city from slum, their bodies mediate the
contaminant threar.
Traditionally monuments mark, embody, and make visible power relations. Steve
Pile describes this process as making space incontestable "both by closing off alterna-
tive readings and by drawing people into the presumption that the values they repre-
sent are shared” (Pile 1996: 213). Asco’s practice of spatially politicized aesthetics is an
example of an enacted heterotopia that embodies and actualizes such alternative read-
ings. Asco’s performance demonstrates a process of recombinarive simultaneiry for criti-
cal resistance and dialogue: to read monuments as “grids of meaning and power” is also
to recognize their active participation in the control and manipulation of space, both
real and metaphorical (Pile 1996: 214), both the directly experienced spaces of represen-
tation and the conceprual representations of space (Soja and Hopper 1993: 198).
Asshole Mural is, perhaps most important, a performative intervention into the
historical process that has produced Chicanas and Chicanos as the categorical blind
spot—the “disposable phantom culture” (Gamboa 1981; 15)—of deminant institutions
and media. The tacric utilized is to usurp the auchority and power invested in the civic

rspectacle.?? Asshale Mural

heritage industry as spectacle and transform it into a ¢ounte
cess marks an ab-

is a performative, active invention of monuments, and in the pro
sence. Asco’s aestherc sTratcgies and interventionist tactics arc 4 project of culmural

from the absence.

INVENon cmanaring from neither the Fmgmr:m nor the ruin, but
ce between Asco

This is perhaps the crucial difference and theoretical site of resistan
and the more tradirionally defined Chicano art movement.

Asco did not adhere to the prescribed agenda for Chicano artists within the
movement to unite and educate “the family of La Raza rowards liberation with one
heart and mind” (First Chicano National Conference 1969: 3). Neither obviously di-
dactic nor consumable, their work was seen as an unproductive expenditure thar did
not fulfill the tenets of nationalism within the Chicano movement and patentially ob-
fuscated 4 nationalist ideology.?* A substantive distinction berween Asco and i:lrli'l_fl'
Chicano artists and collectives of the time relates specifically to their location within

I |
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identity politics and divergent investments in reclaiming cultural traditions and ¢f
faced histories. In this respect, Gronk contrasts Asca’s work with identity-based andjqr
community-oriented work: “A lot of Latino artists went back in history for imagery
because they needed an idenciry, a starting place. . . . We didn’t want to go back, we
wanted to stay in the present and find our imagery as urban artists and produce 3
body of work out of our sense of displacement” (Durland and Burnham, 1986 57,

One of the tenets of the Chicano art movement was resistance, but for many
movimiento artists what induced the response of “Asco” was the transgressive dﬂmu::
of Asco’s work. Transgression, as Tim Cresswell reminds us, “in distincrion o resis-
rance, does not, by definition, rest on the intention of the actors but on the results of
the ‘being noticed' of a particular action. . . . It is judged by those who react w it
while resistance rests on the intentions of the authors” (Cresswell 1996: 23).

Asco realized how their actions were deemed transgressive, and how they too were
marked as abject; hence their name. Asco straregically aligned themselves with the
response their work generated, and from it harnessed, but could not control, the
power of the abject. Asco’s muloimedia works were visg‘t,‘.r:!l“}' inipirmi and intended w
galvanize a response from the community (Gamboa n.d.: 2). In the words of Hamy
Gamboa Jr., the artists were simultaneously “attracted and appalled by the glitcer and
gangrene of urban reality” (Gamboa 1998 [1984]: 54). They recognized the psychic-
social power of abjection to structure subjectivity and group identity and to regulate
social hicrarchies; in turn they appropriated this power to work roward social change.
As a result, Asco expanded the social and cultural focus of Chicano politics and the
public role of arrists working within the Chicano movement.

Social Unwest: Psychogeography of a Phantom Culture

A whale new history remains to be written of spaces—which would at the same time be the his-
try of powers (both of these terms in the plurall—from the great strategies of geopolifics to the
lIttle: tactics of the habdat,

—Michel Foucault, "The Eye of Power”

I've been going to dawntown LA, as often as possible ever since | realized what publc lrans

portation was all about. Every time | get off the bus on Broadway, | lose my identity and spend the
rest of the day trying not 1o find it. The personal void is overwhelmed by the impersonal vacuum
af social uwest which splatters the environment like a bad choice of colors
—Harry Gamboa Jr.
[ active

Asco formed a distinct impression in the barrio thar self determination wasd
15 an

term’ (Gamboa 1979), The performance and multimedia production of Asco
aesthetic coalition of politics and production, performance and action; in chis W3y
'ﬂ'm'-.' mm:_':d""d in creating and effecting social commentary in nontraditional form-
Their bodies provided the most immediate form, and the social space of Los Angel
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pm‘#idﬁd the most effective forum for the materialization of their concepts (i.e., social
commentary). In so doing Asco was able to oppose, in an attempt to transform, the
wcrms soctal subordination and spatial subjection that conditioned their environment , i
and restricted their experience. As a whole, Asco’s work can best be characrerized and I
I,u'ldmm‘-"’d as 5-U-L'i31‘ 551-:3:]:][1 Eli'llj ﬂ:sl]l&[ic il'lf-t'al:[iﬂﬂs [}f' p]a.cv: [piﬂcﬂ I'H:H: a5 a nzgula-
ive and hierarchical location that is both social and sparial).

Foucault’s concept of the heterotopia, where resistance is conceptualized and re-
scrivated through local knowledges and enlisted in struggles againse specific modern
l techniques of power (Gregory 1994: 297), is artfully performed throughour the work
| of Asco, Asco’s public performance art demonstrates the enacted heterotopia’s abiliry ;
o “mobilize and stimulate a radical and postmodern politics of (spatial) resistance
that redraws the boundaries of identity and struggle” (Soja 1996: 154). The point of
deparrure and straregy of signification for Ascos performative work are the ways in

which space and place are used to structure a normative landscape. Asco recognized
the “ciry as a signitying p ractice itself productive of meaning and subjectivity” (Deutsche
1ga1: 56). Morcover, they recognized the cultural and subjective costs of this norma-
tive landscape; they refused the interpellative address of this normative landscape and
challenged its power to reconstitute its cognitive foundarions and effects.

Asco's spatial-aesthetic imagination, acrualized through their ethics of combar, is
an apt antecedent to Fredric Jameson's “call for” (and manifestly fulfills his “predic-
fion” of) a “new aesthetic” founded on cognitive maps (Jameson 1988: 347). Jameson
contends that each stage of capitalism has produced a unique spatial order. In the cur-
rent third phase of late capitalism, capitalism is noc “visible™ in the same way it was in
entrepreneurial or monopoly capitalism (Wolff 1993: 226). Condensed into a post-
modern hyperspace, the alienated city produces alienated bodies that are “unable to
map (in their minds) cither their own positions or the urban totality in which they
find themselves” (Jameson 1984: 89).2 According to this logic, the cognitive map
would provide an apotropaic for the symproms and effects of the alienated city and
supply the salve for “disalienation.” Although Jameson persuasively prescribed and
“wistfully yearned” for the “conceprual map” of postmodernism, he has not been able
o supply it.2* Had he known of the insurgent counterpractices undertaken by the
subordinated (and relatively powerless) subjects of “Fortress L.A." (Davis 1990) when
he viewed Los Angeles from the Bonaventure Hotel in 1984, this knowledge would
have fundamentally conflicted with his formulation for a “practical reconquest mt?
space”—dependent upon a class reductionism and myopia thar subsumes the axes of
ethnicity and gender.

The city is “lived and experienced in different Ways
tions of power within the city and uneven positioning 1
result in significant differences in the perception of space (Zukin 1996: 46 Ghani
1993: 51). The control of sparial relations orders and localizes difference, and the spa-
tial mechanisms of subordination mark and interpellate its subjects. The view _fmm
the Bonaventure Hotel and the Fourth Sereet Bridge at Lorena Street are radically

' (Tagg 1996: 180); differcntia-
in relation to spaces of power

_4
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different. Obviously, they are different on account of differences in geographic lo.
tion and vantage point, but most important, the perception of space is influenced by
how the body of the individual viewer is viewed, surveyed, and interpellated in and
through space (it affects and conditions what and how one sees.}

Asco’s public art exposes the hegemonically enforced yet tacit limits and excly.
sions of urban space. John Tagg has described how urban planning and the emergence
of the modern metropolis in the nineteenth century “systemarized and demareated”
the various functions of the city “in a separation thar controlled circulation and traced
a pattern of dominance, but also orchestrated sights and opened up vistas that marked
our a distinct function of the city as spectacle” (Tagg 199.4: 84). If spectacle was a dis-
tincr funcrion of the modern city replacing, or in opposition to, the city as practice
(Sudrez 1996: 25), then Asco appropriates the spectacle as their practice for counter-
spectacle. Asco’s (early) performance acrions cognitively map the absence of Chicano
public space by inventing it: reversing the terms of exclusion, even when unable to re-

verse the conditions of exclusion, with ractical hit-and-run interventions.

Hotes

Earlier drafts of this essay were presented at Duke University; the Institute of Contemporary
Ans, London; "'Université de Paris X; and the 1997 College At Association Annual Con-
ference. Research and writing were facilitated through the generous support of a Ford
Foundation Disserration Fellowship (1996-97) and a College Art Association Professional
Development Fellowship (1996—9%), and Visiting Scholar residencies at the UCLA Chicano
Studies Research Center (1996-97) and the California Erhnic and Multicultural Archives and
Art Museum at the University of California, Santa Barbara (1995). For access to archival co-
lections [ express grateful appreciation 1o Los Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions, the Los
ngdcs M“"i’:ip"‘l Art G‘-”“ﬂf}’. and Stanford University Libraries Special Collections, where
the Gamboa archives have been collected. Special thanks to Chon Noriega for edirorial assis-
tance, the University of Rochester Visual and Culrural Studies graduare faculry, Coco Fusto,
Shifra Goldman, Roberto Trujillo, Elizabech Turde, ALARMA, Harry Gamboa Jr., and
Gronk. Portions of rhis essay also appear in “Orphans of Modernism: The Performance Art
of Asca,” Corpus Delecsi: Performance Art of the Americas, edited by Coco Fusco {London:
Routledge, 1999), : :

The source for my title is the Los Hlegals’ album Jnsernal Exile (1983, lead singer: Willie
Herrén). The band's new wave/punk rhythms and critical lyrical interrogarions of the geographics
of power and violence in Los Angeles are a vital counterpart o Asco’s urban performance art.

: Urban Exile: Collected Whitings of Harry Gamboa Jr., written by Harry Gamboa Jr and
edited by Chon A. Noriega (Minneapolis: University of Minnesora Press, 1998), includes Crin-

cal es i i I ' |
says on 'I-']Sl;f:tl culture, plays and performance scriprs, fiction, poetry, and reproductions
of mail arc and No-Movies.

b L, H"mh“_m Sandoval has also been considered one of the original members of Asco,
£ Was I|-1'-'l3|'|l'-::d in Asco performances as .E-a_[i}r as 1973. However, unlike the other core mem-
bers, he is not and never has considered himnself oo be g visial At
5 L,_,i-, For i.c_lﬂfll\?d discussion and analysis of Asco’s No-Movies, see . Ondine Chavoy.
seudographic Cinema: Asco's No-Movies.” Performance Research 3, no. 1{1998): 1-14-




Internal Exiles — 203

3. In his essay “Light at the End uFTgnne_I :li"':lsiﬂn," Harry Gamboa Jr. {1998) saliently
“ssties @ Warning concerning the dangers of historicizing Asco’s work: “The viewer must beware
hat several zombies do nat constitute a living or relevant art group. . . . The mangible evidence
dhat remains of Asco is supported by hearsay and conflicting memaries of plausible events, The
works of Asco were often created in wransitory or easily degradable materials that crumble ar
the slightest prodding and fade quickly upon exposure to any glimmer of hope, It is unlikely
dhat the objeces, historical accuracy, or spirit of Asco will ever be recovered” (Gamboa [1994]
1998: 101).

4. Indeed, Asco’s puhl'u_ pa:[’r'urmnm:es not only challenged aesthetic traditions but also
interrogated the sancrioned uses of public space and the public domain and how those sanc-
ioned uses set the rerms for commun al relations, culwral identiries, class, and cultural differ-
ences. To this end, 1 extend a new direction currently being mapped out in the analysis of
Chicana/Chicano culrural production by scholars such as Jennifer Gonzalez, Carl Guriérrez-
Jones, Michelle Habell-Pallan, and Radl Villa. Villa's literary analysis approaches the work of
Chicano authors in terms of whar their work reveals about the constraints and contestations of
the hegemonically organized and enforced parameters of Chicano urhan space; this approach
has had a Pm!iuund HMPAct on my methodology and analysis.

5. In a city where only one-quarter of all Mexican Americans graduated from high
«chool, Garfield High “boasted the highest drop-out rate in the nation, with 59 percent of stu-
dents failing 1o complete the curriculum” (Gamboa 1987: 13). At a time when Chicanos ac-
counted for less than 1 percent of the University of Californias woral student population,
Chicanos, as a group, suffered the highest death race of all U.S. military personnel {Guzman
1969). Of UL.S. casualties in Vietnam hetween 1961 and 1969, 20 percent were Chicanos and
sther Latinos, who at the time accounted for only 10 to 12 percent of the population of the
southwestern states and a much smaller percentage of the country as a whaole. California was
the home of the greatest n umber of Chicano casualties in the Vietnam War (Guzman 1969).

6. A 1974/75 issue of Kegemeracidn {vol. 2, no. 1) is the first to idenufy Patssi Valdez,
Willie Herrén, Harry Gamboa Jr., and Popcorn (one of Gronk's pseudonyms) as members of
Asco. In the archives of Shifra Goldman it is indicated that berween 1972 and 1974 they
worked as Midnight Art Productions, taking on the name Asco in 1974.

7. At 2 national level, this was specifically direcred against the Black Power movement;
in California the political unirs of the Los Angeles Ciry Police and County Sheriff's Office
wete additionally ordered to investigare the “Brown Power” strike (Mufioz 198g: 67-68). See
also “Taking Back the Schools,” part 3 of the video documentary series [Chicana! A History of
the Mexican-American Civil Rights Movement {produced by the Marional Latino Communi-
cations Center and Galdn Productions in association with KCET/Los Angeles, 1996), which
includes interviews with Parssi Valdez and Harry Gamboa Jr.

8. However appropriate the analogy “ethics of combat” may be to Asca, it is not specific
w0 them; the term has a layered history. Tristan Tzara used it to describe the work of Rimhinu:l.
according to Kristin Ross, who invokes the quotation to develop her critical hermeneutic of
scial space in The Emergence of Sacial Space: Rimbaud and the Paris Communé {M'Lnrlt:apo].ls:
University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 8, and Ratl Villa (1991) finds Rosss su_;t;}i.nr.d ?]:l:ma.l
reading of Rimbaud a suggestive model for his critical project on the sacial geographic imagl-
nation in Chicano lirerature.

9, Derek Gn:gur]r', I:';fug-.rwl;n{l.fﬁ.z!' fm.-aga'u.m'um{
Edward Soja, Postmodern Geographies: The Reasseriion of Sp
{London: Verso, 1989) and Thirdspace: fourneys 1o Las Angeles and
Places (Cambridge, Mass.: Basil Blackwell, 1996); Margarex Crawford,

Cambridge, Mass: Basil Blackwell, 1994):
e in Crivical Social Theory
Other Real-and-Imagired
“Contesting the Public
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Realm: Struggles over Public Space in Los Angeles,” Journal of Architecrural Education 49, no. 1
{Seprember 1995): 49 Donald Preziosi, “La Vi(ll)e en llu.*it.'."_' Serategies 1 (1988): Ba-gy:
Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History (Cambridge; MIT
Press, 1995); Victor Burgin, [n/Different Spaces (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of

i California Press, 1996), in particular Mike Davis (1990), Rosalyn Deutsche (1996), and Fredrie
Jameson (1984).

10. See also Villa 1993, esp. chap. 1.
11. As David Harvey explains, “The evaluation and hierarchical ranking of place

e !:ll'gfl}" through activities of representarion. . . . Struggles over representation ar, 1
a consequence, as fiercely fought and as fundamental to the activities of place construction 2
bricks and mortar” (Harvey 1993: 22).

12. A sense of the g:ni:r:d publi::al:[il.'lldt rowward the Chicano proteses, urban disturbances,
and police riots that were centralized in, but not limited ro, East L.A. during this period can be
curmised in the Following statements. An editorial in the Las Angeles Herald Examiner argued,
“The artacks against people and property were planned by anarchists who have no respect for
the country and the Amercan system of righting grievances and obraining justice” ("Riot ,
Afrermath,” Los Angeles Herald Examiner, Scptember 2, 1970, 12). Los Angeles County Shenff
Peter Pitchess contended, “This was entirely a Chicano activity and they cannot control their
own people” {“Violence Breaks Out after Chicano Rally in East LA.," Los Angeles Time,
February 1, 1971, part 1, 1, 3. Contrary to such popular and vehemenr statements, in Ocrober
1970 an advisory committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, assigned to study police-
community relations in East L.A., coneluded that “whenever police were present, disturbances
erupted; when the police stayed away, the demonstrations were orderly and calm.” Nearly
everyone interviewed agreed, “It’s ironic that the peace is kepr best in East L.A. when the police
aren’t around” (Commission 1970: 11). As the preceding statements arrest, the Chicano protests
were characterized as un-American even as the allegations of police brurality continued and
with the substantiated conclusions of police-inspired riots. The canceling of the parade and
other restrictions on public space arc examples of whar José Angel Guriérrez has described a
the official legal and extralegal repression of the Chicano community particularly when public
opinions and actions are enacted in protest of injustice (Gutiérrez 1986: 28, 30}

13. See Kershaw (1992: 68—70) for an elaboration on this concept.

14. Two accounts regarding the reception of Wilking Mural significantly, and interest
ingly, contrast one another. While one member remembers thar “several individuals converted
in passing, joined their silent walk tl'lrnug]'l the crowds,” essentially producing “art convers
(Gamboa 1990: 125), Herron remembers, “They ripped my cape. . . . They tore my tail off 25
they screamed ‘putos’ [faggots]” (Gamboa 1976: 30).

15. Chavoya, unedited interview transcriprion, published in slightly different form a8
“Images of Advocacy: An Interview with Chon Noriega,” Afferimage 21, no. 10 {1996): 59-

16. See also Gamboa 1990 and Gamboa 1987,

17, Parssi Valder's discussion of the West Side pmvid::s a sense of how $'Lg!'ljﬁﬂ-“f this
change was for the group: “I didn't know the West Side existed. Who had time to think about
It? I had to rake care of my lictle sisrer. T was like a mother in sixth grade. Willic had a car, bus
48 bl from East L. A. to City Terrace, and that was a big deal. We'd have to coast the car.
Wed look great, but we couldn’t pur gas in it” (Burnham 1987 58).

18, D':"]'um Hayden has fﬂl‘-‘“ﬁ"-’d}" analyzed programs of urban renewal and hiﬂ]‘m:"
ffr:;::::zun and d!encu![u!al costs of urbanization by differencly affecred communities. L
s ﬂ“:;? practiced by U.S. urbanization programs, as Hayden outlines, hﬂﬁ_d*':”_

Y the cultural landscapes of community history and identity. “These project

:
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Hapden argues, “use taxpayers dollars ro mule history, pave geography, [and] standardize
socidl relations” (Hayden 1995: 100).

19. In addition, Asco conceprually allied their resistance with the literal occupation of
‘dands as an act of anticolonial protest, such as the Martive American eccupation of Alcatraz
fiJand and the Chicano occupation of Caalina Island, Gronk's diptych painting Terror n
Chile, artached to the street sign, generates yet another political alliance witch the victims of the
Pinochet regime.

20, Nonplaces are there to be passed through, not occupied, and Asco’s occupation is a

formative intervention against the non-place-making of Whittier Boulevard. Marc Augé
identifies the non place as both a symprom and produce of supermodernity. Augé's designation
of the nonplace is neither prescriptive nor apocalyptic, realizing that the differential relation
between place and nonplace is never absolute. The proliferation of nonplaces, however, is di-
rectly relared to transnational capital and “supermoderniry™; indeed, the nonplace is one of its
products and mechanisms. Accordingly, the nonplace "designates rwo complementary bur dis-
dinct realities: spaces formed in relation to certain ends (transport. transit, commerce, leisure)
and the relations that individuals have with these spaces™ (Auge 1995: 79). The danger within
the nonplace, however, is that these seemingly scamless networks of mohiliry, ransportation,
-nd communication “pur the individual in contact only with another image of himself [sic/"
Nonplaces mediate a “whaole mass of relations, with the self and with others” (Augé 1995: 79
and carry with them specific prohibitive, prescriptive, of informative instructions for use
(Augé 1995: 96).

21, As Stallybrass and White explain, “The vertical axis of the body’s top and bottom is
mnscoded through the vertical axis of the ciry and the sewer and through the horizontal axis
of the suburh and the slum or of East End and West End” (1986: 145).

22, Jonathan Crary has described similar strategies employed by the surrealists and other
Furo-American avant-garde artists as “turning the spectacle of the city inside out through
counter-memory and counter-itineraries” (Crary 1989: 107), He argues tha this strategy incar-
nates *a refusal of the imposed present” (Crary 1989: 107). But whereas such Euro-American
mm.ﬁmj.: artists may have att-:-:'nprﬂi tor refuse an impm:d present by reclaiming fragments
of a demolished past in order o implicitly hgure an alternative furure, Asco’s project is clearly
not one of culmural reclamation.,

23. El Plan Espiritual de Azelin declared that “Cultural Values of our people strengthen
our identity and the moral backbone of the movement. . . . We must insure that our writers,
poets, musicians, and artists produce literarure and art thar is appealing to our people and
rebares to our revolutionary culture” (Fiest Chicano National Conference 1969: 3). For a more
extensive discussion of Asco in relation to Chicano nationalism, see Mario ]. Ontiveros II,
“ASCO: A Remedy for the Ill-Effects of an ldentity in Crisis, or Strategically Walking
EE“F""-‘""““UH}'“ (paper presented ar the "New Perspecrives on Chicana/o Cultres” sympa-
sum, UCLA, 1997).

L 24, ]-’!mu‘:&uu laments thar the pmunud £rm blnd}' has lost i

perceprual barrage of immediacy” (Jameson 1988: 351). An aes
Jameson contends, would “endow the individual subject with s
place in the global sysrem” (Jameson 1984: 92). Following Lynchs influential study the fmage
ff""!’f City (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1960), Jameson's idea of social totaliry decries the fact that
urhan alienation is directly proportional to the mental unmapability of local cifyscapes
Uameson 1988: 153).

5. As Steven Connor argues, “Hitherto, Jameso
f:mrf IEI:I'IS-I:. which can cling as a centring principle only to centrelessness

93 229).

ts sense of place as a result of the
thetics of cognitive mapping,
ome new heightened sense of

n has been able to offer only amap in the
isself” (Connor
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