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ABSTRACT  
 
  

Chuck Ramirez, a graphic designer for H-E-B, a Texas-based grocery store chain, spent 

his workdays communicating ideas through the products he promoted in glossy 

advertisements and posters. His professional career undoubtedly influenced his artistic 

endeavors, which revolved around producing images of everyday objects. He often 

photographed his subjects out of context, isolated against a stark white background, 

thereby provoking the viewer to reexamine them. What was it about coconuts, grocery 

bags, pillboxes, piñatas, raw meat, wilted flowers, and worn brooms that enthralled 

Ramirez? What ideas was he communicating through the idiosyncratic objects he chose 

to photograph? This thesis will illustrate how the quotidian objects Ramirez chose to 

examine were linked to his liminal identity. While Ramirez’s photographs on the surface 

appear as merely images of simple objects, in reality his works play out like self-portraits, 

reflecting the overlapping complexities of his identity and the struggle to come to terms 

with who he was. A self-proclaimed “coconut,” Ramirez was a Mexican-American who 

was reared like a “white kid;” a designation that made him neither Chicano, nor Mexican 

nor Anglo. Furthermore, he was a gay man contending with HIV and struggling with a 

serious heart condition. The objects in his photographs serve as stand-ins for himself and 

are metaphorically connected to his self-proclaimed “outsider” status. Ramirez’s objects 

became a medium through which he contemplated his race, upbringing, sexuality and 

illnesses. This thesis will examine Ramirez’s work in a broader context, considering the 

influence his environment and heritage had on his artistic themes and techniques, while 

also assaying the personal discourse embedded in his creations.  
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Introduction  

I am queer, a HIV+ designer, and a Mexican-American whose (sic) not considered a 
Chicano because of my white bread upbringing...I was raised as a white boy, with 

television, not art. I never learned Spanish, and though I was brought up Catholic, I 
wasn’t raised with the mysticism of Latino religious culture.  

Chuck Ramirez (Hammond 1999) 
  

When Chuck Ramirez first exhibited his artworks, he was living on South Flores 

Street in San Antonio residing above the Infinito Botánica (Figure 1), a combination 

retail store and art gallery that, in the Mexican tradition, sold folk medicines, amulets, 

statuaries and religious candles. At the time, Ramirez was working as a graphic designer 

for products at the Texas-based grocery chain H-E-B (Colpitt 2011). His professional 

career, which revolved around promoting products through slick commercial photographs, 

became foundational to his artistic pursuits. While photography would become his 

primary medium, his artwork was more about the objects than the medium. Ramirez 

considered himself more of a conceptual artist than a photographer. Photography was 

merely the best means to examine his subjects. For Ramirez’s inaugural exhibition, he 

was asked to create something for the back room of San Angel Gallery during San 

Antonio’s Contemporary Art month in 1995. Ramirez installed a wall of small 

miscellaneous trinkets, shrink-wrapped in small Styrofoam trays customarily used as 

containers for meat at grocery stores. The objects, which included items like a broken 

nativity lamb, were stamped with price labels and stickers, which read: “Take me home, 

I’m delicious” (Ramirez 2008). The show was a commercial success, but significantly, it 

was the place that Chuck Ramirez found his major leitmotif: the everyday object.  

Throughout his career, Ramirez made everyday debris the focus of his work – 
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items were typically photographed isolated, out of context and set against a stark white 

background. As this thesis will reveal, there was a deeper meaning to Ramirez’s 

photographs. More than just snapshots of the banal items, they were intimate portraits of 

objects encoded with meaning, complexity and significance.    

The paper is organized into four chapters.  Chapter one explains how Ramirez’s 

upbringing, biculturalism and the Chicano roots in San Antonio positioned him as an 

outsider, a perspective that would ultimately become the thematic focal point in his work.  

Chapters two through four discuss how Ramirez’s struggles with biculturalism, 

homosexuality and mortality, respectively, manifested themselves in both his artistic 

strategies and the objects he chose to photograph.  The purpose of this thesis is to 

demonstrate how Ramirez’s objects represent and reflect the overlapping complexities of 

his identity.  
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Chapter 1: Occupying a New Space 

In a 2008 interview with David S. Rubin, a curator at the San Antonio Museum of 

Art, Chuck Ramirez reflected on his childhood, acknowledging he was reared like a 

“white kid.” His mother was Anglo and his father Mexican, but Spanish was seldom 

spoken in his home. As a middle-class family, the Ramirez clan was the first on their 

block to own a color television, and young Chuck Ramirez enjoyed watching 

quintessentially American shows like The Brady Bunch and The Partridge Family. “The 

idea of being Mexican was kinda vague at the time,” he told Rubin (Ramirez 2008). His 

full name, Charles Anthony Ramirez, neatly captures his cultural hybridity. 

Ramirez was born and raised in San Antonio, Texas, where the Hispanic 

community accounts for 54% of the city’s over two million residents (Yeyardi 2013). 

Issues of acculturation and biculturalism were not unique to Ramirez’s experience in San 

Antonio and have existed in the region since Texas achieved independence from Mexico 

in 1836. While the tumultuous history of contention in South Texas between the 

Mexican-American and the Anglo-American communities is a discussion beyond the 

scope of this thesis, it is important to note that Ramirez was born in 1962, when race-

based tension persisted. For instance, in the 1960s the Texas public school system still 

had rules in place that punished Mexican-American students for speaking Spanish in 

school, and Mexican-Americans and Anglos were forbidden from having relationships. 

Decades of suppression culminated in political and social movements in the state, which 

included numerous student-driven walkouts organized by MAYO, the Mexican American 

Youth Organization, and the creation of a Chicano political party, La Raza Unida, in 

Crystal City, a city of around 7,000 people, 118 miles south of San Antonio. In 1968, the 
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Chicano movement influenced the formation of the San Antonio-based artist collective El 

Grupo, later renamed Con Safo (Cordova 2009). 

Con Safo, whose membership included artists Felipe Reyes, José Esquivel, Rudy 

Treviño, and Robert Ríos, was unabashedly political and encouraged Mexican-Americans 

to demand their rights through a unified Chicano vision. As Reyes explained: 

Our art viewed Chicano issues as the condition of man: we were like other 
disenfranchised cultures with similar circumstances and experience. We made 
parallels with artists from their periods who had addressed social issues in their 
art. Rather than accepting our marginalization, we wanted full participation in 
society. We wanted to give expression to our experiences with directness and 
honesty. Our art was a mirror which reflected our bicultural realities. Mexicans 
are our brothers and we love them, we are descended from them-- but we are also 
Americans, and we had to capture the uniqueness of our situation. At first we 
were naive, but our political awareness became deeper and more profound. 
(Cordova 1999) 

 

Through their art, the group strived both to find a collective identity for Chicanos 

and to highlight injustices. They did this through provocative work, which was often 

displayed at controversial venues. Felipe Reyes’s Sacred Conflict (Figure 2) attracted 

picketers when it was exhibited at the U.S. Courthouse and Federal Building in Dallas. 

The painting depicts the Alamo, an iconic symbol of Texas independence, with a United 

Farm Workers flag flying overhead. For most Texans, the Alamo symbolizes Texas’s 

heroic struggle for independence, while the UFW’s eagle flag represents the Chicano 

rights movement. Thus the work appropriates an Anglo symbol to instead illustrate 

“vengeance for the Chicano.” The painting points out the historical fact, which is often 

overlooked, that the Mexican army actually won the Battle of the Alamo (Cordova 2009). 

Sacred Conflict illustrates the politicized means by which Con Safo members sought to 

realize their goal of confronting and challenging the social status of Mexican- Americans 

in Texas and brandishing their Chicano identity. As fellow Chicano artist José Montoya 
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explained: “Con Safo was at the forefront of trying to define Chicano art for those who 

did not like being hyphenated, for many Chicanos being labeled a ‘Mexican-hyphen- 

American’ was like being called ‘Mexican-hyphen-Gringo’”(Cordova 2009, 57). 

It is important to recognize the Chicano roots of San Antonio in order not only to 

understand the world in which Ramirez grew up, but also to comprehend how he, and 

other Mexican-American artists of his generation, approached their “Mexican-hyphen-

American” status differently from the concepts and practices promulgated by the Chicano 

movement. While both generations sought to contemplate their cultural identity through 

their work, for Ramirez and his contemporaries in San Antonio the struggle was no 

longer an issue of politics or nationalism, but instead an issue of personal identity. Chuck 

Ramirez and his contemporaries were occupying a new space, which was catalyzed by 

the camaraderie at the botánica, above which Ramirez lived when he began his artistic 

career. The botánica, also called the Infinito Botánica, was owned by artist Franco 

Mondini-Ruiz and was a place that promoted a new Mexican-American perspective, one 

that didn’t necessarily conform to Chicano norms. As Mondini-Ruiz explains: “Infinito 

Botánica was a place that finally allowed a space... It had become a place for others. It 

became a place for the queer, for the disenfranchised, for all of us who thought there was 

no place for us at the table. And instead of making a place, we created our own table like 

no one else had ever had.” (Mondini-Ruiz 2004) 

The botánica did not materialize in a vacuum but came to life in the identity-

politics era of the 1990s. Issues of cultural hybridization had been addressed in art 

exhibitions such as La Frontera/ The Border: Art about The Mexico/United States Border 

Experience, curated in 1993 by Patricio Chávez and Madeleine Grynsztejn for the Centro 
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Cultural de la Raza and the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego. Gloria E. Anzaldúa, 

who had authored a pivotal book on the borderlands in 1987 entitled Borderlands/La 

Frontera: The New Mestiza, wrote an essay for the exhibition catalogue. For Anzaldúa, a 

self-proclaimed queer Chicana, the border was not merely a geographical boundary, but 

also a social one. She calls the liminal space occupied by artists who challenge societal 

norms “nepantla,” the Nahuatl (Aztec language) word for an in-between state–a space in 

which exploration of identity flourishes. The nepantla condition of the borderlands is 

described by Anzaldúa as “the one spot on earth that contains all other places within it. 

All people in it, whether natives or immigrants, colored or white, queers or heterosexuals, 

from this side of the border or del otro lado, are personas de lugar, local people– all of 

whom relate to the border in different ways” (Anzaldúa 1993, 110). 

For Ramirez, the botánica acted as a microcosm of nepantla: a place that pushed 

boundaries of normative cultural identities and defied sexual stereotypes. It was on South 

Flores street where Ramirez began the process of contemplating the many facets of his 

identity through his work. The indefinable and liminal state in which his sexuality, 

ethnicity and diseases placed him activated a new space for self-exploration.  

 

Synthesis and Subversion 
 
 

The 1996 exhibition of Synthesis and Subversion: A Latino Direction in San 

Antonio Art, curated by Frances Colpitt, Ph.D., at the art gallery of the University of 

Texas at San Antonio (UTSA), allowed for the exploration of this newfound space, which 

challenged conventional ideas of race and identity. Ramirez’s photographs were included 

alongside the works of Franco Mondini-Ruiz, David Padilla Cabrera, Ana de Portela, 
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Jesse Amado and Alejandro Diaz. The exhibition aimed to showcase Latino artists in San 

Antonio whose main focus was not on universal Chicano concepts or mainstream 

ideologies, but rather on more personal and, at times, conceptual reflections on their 

Latino heritage (Colpitt 1996). For Ramirez, who by his own admission never felt 

connected to his Mexican background, being grouped with Latino artists provided a 

platform for him to tap into his own “Latino-ness,” as he called it (Ramirez 2008).  

One of his contributions to Synthesis and Subversion was a work entitled Santos 

(Figure 3), a series of nine inkjet photographs arranged in a three-by-three, 6 ½-by 9-foot 

formation. In the photographs, geometric objects, reminiscent of gemstones, are pictured 

against a bright white background. Varying in size, color and shape, some of the subjects 

appear worn and scratched while others have small stickers affixed, the most obvious one 

stating “Columbia Statuary/Made in Italy.” While the objects are not immediately 

discernable, the labels inscribed on each photograph emanate a nostalgic familiarity. The 

nine names, Santa Marcia, Santa Carolina, San Gregorio, Santa Julia, Santa Alicia, San 

Pedro, Santa Cynthia, San Miguel and San Roberto, match the names of The Brady 

Bunch clan, and the display of the photos in a grid pays homage to the sitcom’s opening 

credits. In the piece, Ramirez transforms iconic American television characters from his 

childhood into saintly objects. The subjects are small statuettes of Catholic saints, or 

“santos,” typically kept in household altars. However, rather than capturing these 

figurines in their entirety, Ramirez photographed their undersides. 

The statuettes were found at the botanica on South Flores Street. Mondini-Ruiz 

recollects watching Ramirez rummage through the store to find the saint statues: “I 

remember Chuck eyeing the dusty, candlelight-damaged, sometimes one-eyed crumbling 
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objects. He turned them from side to side and searched for meaning and a connection. 

Flipping them upside down he found inspiration” (Mondini-Ruiz 2011, 6).  

Ramirez did not grow up in a practicing Catholic household, but he associated the 

santos with his devoutly Catholic grandmother, Lydia Ramirez. His close relationship 

with his abuela became his connection to his heritage.  He explained: “My grandmother 

[was] very, very religious and I saw that as her Mexican-ness” (Ramirez 2008).  Thus, 

Ramirez connected the Catholic icons with his Mexican heritage. However, instead of 

embracing and openly investigating the saintly figurines, Ramirez affixed familiar labels 

in an unfamiliar language and photographed them in an indiscernible manner. The 

obfuscation of the object becomes a metaphor for the distance Ramirez felt from his 

cultural heritage. As Sara Fisch explains: Ramirez “made evident his ambivalence 

towards Mexican and Mexican-American culture; an identity he claimed firmly and 

dismissed irreverently in turn, but never fully turned away from” (Fisch 2011, 9). 

Synthesis and Subversion was boycotted by a group of Chicano artists, who sent a 

letter to UTSA expressing disdain for the university and Frances Colpitt. Members of this 

disgruntled group were not only upset that an Anglo curator organized an exhibition of 

Latino artists, but also that the works in the show broke away from the traditional 

Chicano vocabulary and representations of heritage (Ewing 1997). One of the offended 

artists was Rolando Briseño, a member of Con Safo in the 1970s, who claimed that Dr. 

Colpitt “had her theory of what Chicano art was and then looked for artists that fit into it.” 

He asserted that: “most of the artists who fit into it were not very Chicano and did not 

even call themselves Chicano. So that’s why she couldn’t call the show Chicano” 

(Briseño 2004).  



 

 

Gaunt 9 

Over thirty years after its origination, the term “Chicano” has become more 

malleable mostly because of the tension between exclusivity and inclusivity; essentially 

the artistic perimeters of Chicano art have become less settled.   What was once defined 

as “a commitment to social injustice and social change,” has, at times, been used in a 

more generalized manner to describe the collective Mexican-American experience or 

identity. As Carlos Francisco Jackson explains in his book Chicana and Chicano Art: 

ProtesteArte: “To identify a community or its artistic and cultural production as Chicano 

solely because it is connected to the Mexican American experience is problematic 

because the Mexican American community in the United States is composed of a 

complex mestizaje, or racial and cultural mixture” (Jackson 2009, 2).  As Ramirez 

recollected: “Fran [Frances Colpitt] was aware that a number of artists were not 

practicing the conventional means of Chicano Art. They’re doing things on their own and 

discovering their heritage through their work as they deal with current artistic issues. But 

their criticism is that their work has nothing to do with their heritage...” (Ewing 1997, 3).  

  



 

 

Gaunt 10 

Chapter 2: Coconut Mentality 

Ramirez’s next body of work focused on his self-perceived social status as a 

cultural outsider, which was highlighted by the controversy that surrounded the Synthesis 

and Subversion exhibition. While it can be argued that the purpose of the 1997 exhibition 

entitled Coconut was to provide commentary on race relations and the tension between 

cultures, the theme was more deeply rooted in Ramirez’s personal struggle with his own 

heritage and bi-racialism. The main work in the exhibition was a triptych of pigment-ink 

photographs of coconuts: one whole, one split revealing the white meat, and one with the 

outer shell peeled exposing the brown internal skin (Figure 4). As in to the Santos 

photographs, Ramirez portrayed his subjects against white backgrounds as if they were 

intimate portraits, revealing each hair on the coconut’s shell and each fiber woven 

through its fleshy inside. 

In the photographs, Ramirez confronts the slur “coconut,” which is used in the 

Latino community to describe someone who is brown on the outside and assimilated 

white on the inside. Ramirez’s presentation of the fruit in three parts heralds a re-

evaluation of the derogatory term. The outer brown shell and the white inside illuminate 

the more obvious connotations. As Ramirez explained: “ I wanted everyone to have to 

examine [the coconut] at an almost scientific level. There is the skin and the inner mean 

(sic) which is the heart of the matter, the crux of the situation” (Ewing 1997, 4). While 

Ramirez places the inner white meat at the focal point of the series, it’s the image of the 

in-between layer that best portrays Ramirez. This fragile, lighter brown fibrous layer 

between the hard shell and the soft white inside is neither outer shell nor meat. This is the 

layer that captures Ramirez’s plight: a liminal space of intersectional and overlapping 
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identities.  

In addition to the works described above, Ramirez continued to play with visual 

imagery and symbolism in his other photographs in the Coconut exhibition. One series 

includes a large grid of silkscreen prints of the iconic red-green-and-white dyed coconut 

candy. The colors, symbolically, are those of the Mexican flag, but the main ingredient is 

the taunting term used to describe those who have compromised their Hispanic heritage. 

Perhaps the artificial colors represent the supposed hypocrisy of “coconuts” like Ramirez. 

In the diptych entitled JoyJoy, Ramirez photographs an Almond Joy, a coconut-filled 

candy. For Ramirez, the piece illustrates a degree of self-acceptance, as he described the 

message in the work as “I’m a coconut and I’m happy about it.”  (Ewing 1997, 4) 

In addition to the photographs, Ramirez expanded on the Coconut theme in a 

sculpture installation entitled Kiosko de Coco, which consisted of two different types of 

shredded coconut cans typically displayed in a fruteria, a traditional Mexican fruit market 

or stand. Stacked in one grouping was the Conchita brand of canned coconut with a 

vibrant yellow, red, blue and white bilingual label which read: “grated coconut in extra 

heavy syrup” or “coco rallado en almibar espeso.” Alongside the sweetened and creamy 

Conchita cans were cans of Baker’s “Angelflake,” fluffy white coconut shavings 

distributed by Krafts Foods.  The Baker’s brand, traditionally used to decorate pastries 

and fancy sweets like macaroons, was also packaged in a can, but with a neat blue label 

only in English. The amount of each brand of coconut (60 percent Conchita/ 40 percent 

Baker’s) corresponded to the ratio of Mexican-Americans to Anglos in San Antonio’s 

population. The installation was a visual representation of San Antonio’s demographics, 

and, although it gave tangibility to the cultural division, it still did not clarify or designate 
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a place for those caught between two cultures. It is interesting to consider how the 

packaging of the products played such an important role in their cultural distinction. 

Ramirez’s many years in advertising, where he developed a discerning eye for branding, 

allowed him to see the cultural dichotomy in two types of canned shredded coconut. In 

the installation, the focal point is not the coconut itself, but rather the differences in the 

quality and branding of the same fruit.   

  

Rasquache as a Tool for Connection 

In Synthesis and Subversion, Ramirez was recognized for his Latino heritage and 

grouped with other Mexican-Americans. Yet there was a certain tension in this 

arrangement. Ramirez was blonde, blue-eyed and spoke broken Spanish. Furthermore, he 

was a self-proclaimed “coconut,” a term he explained is:  

Used derogatorily in the Latino community towards Latinos perceived to have 
been assimilated into White culture. More specifically, artists of Latino descent 
who choose to make art that is not reflective of traditional Chicano references. 
These artists are often criticized for abandoning their cultural heritage with the 
‘Uncle Tom’ art they create (Ramirez 1997).  
 

However, despite his exclusion from the Chicano artist community, there are 

certain characteristics and qualities in Ramirez’s work that resonate with Chicano 

strategies. For instance, at times he examined ethnically charged objects, and many of his 

works touch upon ritual and Catholicism. Furthermore, there is an ironic humor in the 

mundane and ephemeral items he chose to photograph. When artists of Mexican descent 

employ these tactics in their work, there is a tendency to label it “rasquache,” an 

historically derogatory term use to debase the working poor, but later reclaimed by the 

Chicanos as a strategy in art of making the most out of little and showing humor and 
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whimsicality in the face of adversity (Check 2009). Tomás Ybarra- Frausto, a Chicano 

and Latino art scholar, characterized this term in his renowned essay “Rasquachismo: A 

Chicano Sensibility,” as an artistic sensibility that not only possesses “an ephemeral 

quality, a sense of temporality and impermanence”, but also “finds delight and refinement 

in what many consider banal and projects an alternative aesthetic – a sort of good taste of 

bad taste” (Ybarra -Frausto 1989, 6-8).   

Evidenced in Ramirez’s shrink-wrapped tchotchkes at the San Angel exhibition, 

the quotidian was part of Ramirez’s repertoire from the very beginning of his artistic 

career, and, as will be seen in coming chapters, one of the primary components of his 

life’s work. Ramirez not only exalted the ordinary by isolating and examining the 

mundane, often disposable, flotsam of everyday life, but he also frequently photographed 

ethnically charged items, like the kitschy Mexican-flag candy in the Coconut show. This 

subchapter will consider the rasquachismo aesthetic in Ramirez’s work and address 

whether he used it in a deliberate and informed manner to explore and perhaps redeem 

his Mexican-American heritage. 

Ramirez has been at times labeled “the master of rasquachismo,” because its 

themes– temporality, self-conscious manipulation of materials and iconography, and the 

diminishment of the boundaries between low art and high art–do resonate with his art 

(Andrews 2011). However, this characterization is problematic, because Ramirez’s 

middle-class, Anglo upbringing distinguishes him from conventional definitions of a 

Chicano and precludes his work from being classified as traditional rasquache. Also, 

Ramirez’s choice of medium falls outside the “making-do” mentality associated with 

rasquachismo. His photographs sprang from calculated choices, rather than from the 
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random availability of objects and resourcefulness. Indeed, Dr. Ybarra- Frausto attests 

that “one is never rasquache, it is always someone else of a lower status who is judged 

outside the demarcators of approved taste and decorum” (Ybarra-Frausto 1989, 5). As a 

Mexican-American reared in a middle-class, English-speaking household and employed 

as a graphic artist at H-E-B, Ramirez arguably did not conform to traditional notions of 

what it means to have an “underclass perspective.” However, Ramirez’s perspective was 

“underclass” from his peripheral position, his viewpoint as a half-American/ half-

Mexican homosexual who was HIV positive.  

The rasquache aesthetic in non-Chicano art is not unique to Ramirez and can be 

seen in the work of other artists of the botánica era in San Antonio, such as Alejandro 

Diaz and Franco Mondini-Ruiz. Diaz describes his work as employing “rasquache 

aesthetics” in dealing with the complexities of Mexican- American hybridity (Diaz). In 

his work Mexi-cans (Figure 5) Diaz repurposed five 28-ounce cans as succulent planters. 

This quintet of cans with their colorful labels still affixed, includes well-known Mexican 

products: Jumex tomatoes, La Morena peppers, Herdez corn and Moctezuma chocolate, 

“all contemporary versions of staples from the ancient Mesoamerican diet” (Ewing 2005, 

110). Juxtaposed with the four Mexican items is very “American” Nesquick canned 

strawberry powder. Not only is there rasquachismo in the humorous duality of the title, 

but also Diaz plays with the notion of making the most out of little: taking emptied cans 

bound for the trash receptacle and transforming them first into planters and then 

marvelously into art. In Mexi-cans, Diaz blurs the boundaries between high and low art, 

taking objects that might be found in a refuse heap and, with puckish incongruity, 

arranging them in a vitrine on a museum wall. 
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 One of Franco Mondini-Ruiz’s early sculptures consisted of a whitetail deer head 

adorned with dried oranges and suffused with a rich magenta-hued powder, which he 

purchased from a San Antonio botánica. He explained the piece as an effort to “self-

exoticize” and tap into his Mexican-American heritage. His appetite for his culture 

materialized in this artwork. As he explained: “It was part of this craving for this side of 

me that I hadn’t been in touch with and I had to create to come in to touch with.” The 

found materials in the sculpture emit a rasquachismo sensibility blurring the boundaries 

between high and low art, but also, for Mondini-Ruiz, conjure up the mysticism of 

curanderos, Mexican spiritual healers (Mondini-Ruiz 2010).  

Mondini-Ruiz’s contribution to the Whitney Museum’s 2000 Biennial Exhibition 

of American Art was a smaller version of his Infinito Botánica (Figure 6): a cart was 

placed outside the museum walls where he sold trinkets. The piece began as a card table 

with a white paper tablecloth, but was soon replaced with a professional, slick pushcart at 

the request of the Whitney’s director, Maxwell Anderson. Mondini-Ruiz observed that 

his original creation, which was “playing on the whole fact of doing a rasquache on 

Mexican style,” was misunderstood by the Whitney (Mondini-Ruiz 2004). The work took 

the form of a social sculpture and was placed on the street outside of the Whitney 

Museum in New York. From behind the stand, Mondini-Ruiz conversed with strangers 

and hawked an assortment of items, including things like a Rococo porcelain figurine 

holding a plate of enchiladas and an old potato from Alejandro Diaz’s refrigerator, each 

for five dollars. In the Whitney performance of Infinito Botánica, the artist took on the 

role of vendor peddling items from a stand in the street. The items themselves and the 

performance as a whole radiated rasquachismo.  
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It is with works from his 2002 Piñata series (Figure 7), where the rasquache 

aesthetic and Mexican kitsch are evident in Ramirez’s oeuvre. In the series, the candy-

filled, papier-mâché containers often associated with Mexican fiestas, are pictured 

tattered, broken and even decapitated. The characters in each photograph are replete with 

the vibrant garishness of Mexican kitsch. Ramirez seemed aware of the rasquache 

undertones that promulgate from these quintessentially Mexican objects. In the Santos 

series, Mondini-Ruiz saw his friend’s use of these  saintly images as “an almost unspoken 

duty for him to regain ownership and interpretive authority over such iconography” 

(Mondini-Ruiz 2011).  The rasquachismo sensibility in the kitschiness of the Piñata 

series signifies Ramirez’s tapping into his Mexican heritage by his use of this the 

ethnically marked artistic strategy. Beyond the cultural symbolism in the Piñata series, 

the ephemerality of the objects also plays an important role in messages that will be 

discussed in coming chapters.  

The artists of the botánica generation were coming from a place that was not 

definitively Mexican, Anglo or Chicano. As Mondini-Ruiz explained:  

We were attacked by both sides: White artists said we were exploiting our 
ethnicity and ethnic artists saying we were pandering to white tastes, and we were 
coconuts doing white work. But to us it was very ethnic, enthused (sic) with the 
sensitivity to where we came from.(Andrews 2011).  
 
Jesse Amado, another artist of that generation, recalls many of the dialogues 

focusing around low versus high art (Amado 2004). These conversations informed the 

work of that time period and produced artworks with a distinct rasquache aesthetic. 

Mondini-Ruiz’s kitsch, Diaz’s“ making-do” sentimentality, and Ramirez’s ethnic 

markings were all avenues for further exploration of their “Mexican-ness.” 
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Chicano Camp and Chicana Rasquache  

In recent years, Chicano/a scholars Ramon García and Amalia Mesa-Bains have 

posited alternative approaches to rasquachismo. Considering their ideas provides a richer 

understanding of Ramirez’s work, connecting his work to broader concepts while 

simultaneously carving out a unique space. Mesa-Bain’s definition of rasquachismo in 

her 1999 essay “The Sensibility of Chicana Rasquache” is unlike Ybarra-Frausto’s 

definition of rasquachismo in that it is defined as “a facet for internal exploration” and a 

“vehicle for both culture and identity” (Mesa-Bains 1999). Mesa-Bains sees the term as 

more deliberate, drawing connections between resistance and rasquache within the 

Chicana experience. Chicanas were not only confronting marginalization within broader 

society, but also claiming a place for themselves within their own culture: 

Chicana Rasquache (domesticana), like its male counterpart, has grown not only 
out of both resistance to majority culture and affirmation of cultural values, but 
from women’s restriction in culture. A defiance of an imposed Anglo-American 
cultural identity, and the defiance of restrictive gender identity within Chicano 
culture, has inspired a female rasquachismo. (Mesa-Bains 1999, 161) 

  

Chicana rasquachismo, or domesticana, is utilized by female artists to both connect to 

their Mexican heritage and carve out a place that resists the traditional Chicano vision. In 

Mesa-Bains’s essay, she describes the celebration of spirituality and rituals in the home 

space as a tactic in Chicana rasquache.   

 Ramirez saw his grandmother, Lydia Ramirez, as the embodiment of “Mexican-

ness,” which was demonstrated in cultural traditions she practiced (Ramirez 2008). Two 

traditions in particular became frequent subjects of Ramirez’s works–religion and food. 

In both Synthesis and Subversion and the Santos series, Ramirez included panoramic 

images of his grandmother’s kitchen. The piece entitled Abuela’s Kitchen symbolizes 
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Ramirez’s connection to his heritage and identity. As he explained: “Abuela’s Kitchen is 

ground zero for me and all I know goes outward from there. This is a place of strength 

and innocence. The series of photographs is a 350° (sic) representation of my 

grandmother’s kitchen taken from the center of the room and framed and displayed in 

sequential order on painted shelves” (Ramirez 2008).  The piece was also exhibited at 

The University of North Texas Art Gallery in a 2000 exhibition called Latino Redux: A 

New Collection of Stories, Lies and Embellishments where it was displayed next to a 

video of his grandmother’s weekly mass held in her home (Figure 8). The exhibition, 

which was organized by Franco Mondini-Ruiz, was yet another show that aimed to 

address the controversy that surrounded Frances Colpitt’s curatorial direction in Synthesis 

and Subversion. The works in the exhibition specifically dealt with heritage and ethnicity, 

asking the question: What is the true Mexican-American aesthetic? (Goddard 2000). For 

Ramirez, probing his cultural identity involved examining his grandmother’s rituals, 

cooking and communion, seeking out revelatory links between himself and his “Mexican-

ness.”   

Within each image in the series are objects that represent the sacred space of 

Lydia Ramirez’s kitchen. A detail from the series (Figure 9) shows a close-up of a small 

naive still-life painting of fruit hanging on a mint green wall. Below is an off-kilter light 

switch partially covered with black duct tape. Also visible are the chain lock on his 

grandmother’s forest green door and the edge of the white curtains that adorn her 

windows. These prosaic objects within the kitchen carry a certain symbolic weight; each 

item is a small part of his grandmother. In turn, the painting and the broken light switch 

reflect Ramirez’s identity in that they are metaphors for his Mexican-American roots.  
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Food-sharing traditions as symbolic of heritage are manifested in the 2009 Seven 

Day series, which evoked reconstructed memories of actual eating events from Ramirez’s 

life. While in this series Ramirez departed from his traditional technique of isolating 

objects, items and their relationships still function symbolically like the objects in his 

other works. In Dia de Los Muertos (Figure 10), Ramirez captures an overhead view of 

the tabletop after a meal has been consumed. This work memorializes a birthday 

celebration Ramirez hosted for his friend Ethel Shipton. The richly detailed photograph 

shows a table adorned with a canary-yellow tablecloth with a pink floral motif decorated 

with votives and floral arrangements, including a large bunch of marigolds, the traditional 

Dia de los Muertos flower and a symbol of death in Mexican culture. Marigold petals are 

scattered throughout the composition. In the center of the table is a richly symbolic half-

eaten bowl of mole sauce, described by Mesa-Bains in her essay “Of Moles and Maíz: 

Rehistorization of Mexicano and Chicano Culture” as the Mexican dish “most 

emblematic of the mezcla of indigenous and Spanish cuisine”(Mesa-Bains 2009). Strewn 

across the table are remnants of the feast: a bowl of chilis, several small plates of 

sunflower seeds, a small bowl of salsa, plates covered in scraps, and a variety of libations, 

including red wine, Coca-Cola, Modelo and Tecate beers, a Mexican carbonated water 

called Topo Chico, and an abandoned tequila shot. While the diners are absent from the 

photograph, their presence is still felt: the two ashtrays are filled with smoked cigarettes, 

the candles still burn, and the napkin looks as if it has been recently tossed onto the table. 

The repast has just concluded, and the satisfied participants have moved on to the next 

activity. There are certain components, like the sunglasses and the cocktails, which 

Ramirez explained as hidden iconography representing his friends. The symbols are 
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personal and not discernible by unfamiliar viewers, but in an interview Ramirez linked 

the Newport cigarettes butts to his friend, San Antonio artist Scott Lifshutz (Ramirez 

2008). Some of objects act as portraits of Ramirez’s friends, while the image as whole is 

symbolic of Ramirez’s connection with his Mexican heritage as Dia de los Muertos, a 

Mexican holiday honoring deceased family and friends, was a favorite of Ramirez’s 

(Ramirez 2008). After his grandmother’s death, Ramirez built an ofrenda, or ritual altar, 

in her honor every year on that holiday. This still life exemplifies how the ritual feast is 

emblematic of Ramirez’s personal history and cultural identity. 

While Dia de Los Muertos connects Ramirez to his Mexican roots, other works in 

the Seven Day series explore Ramirez’s complex identity through a metaphorical 

blending of cultures. In KFC (Figure 11), Ramirez shot the aftermath of a meal enjoyed 

in bed. The unmade olive green, white and yellow linens along with the vertically 

positioned and indented pillows give the impression that the diner has just risen and left. 

In the bed are two television remotes, some reading materials, a pair of reading glasses, a 

greasy and crumpled napkin, a blue plate with the remnants of a meal and a KFC paper 

container filled with fried-chicken remnants. On the lamplit bedside table sits a clock that 

reads 10:54, presumably p.m., and a messy assortment of objects including a large plastic 

KFC cup, books and magazines, a cup of coffee, a dish filled with coins and a watch, a 

cellphone on its charging stand, pens, a matchbook, a lighter, a pack of cigarettes, a salt 

shaker, and an empty plastic container. In the back corner of the table, at the furthest 

point in the background of the photograph, is a santos candle. A certain tension exists 

between the all-American fried chicken and the Catholic votive candle. Metaphorically, it 

represents Ramirez’s personal history: the background candle evoking his Mexican roots 
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and the foreground meal, his upbringing as a “white” American. 

Breakfast Tacos (Figure 12) captures a weekend tradition at Ramirez’s father’s 

house when the family would convene to enjoy barbacoa tacos on paper plates. The table 

is decorated with a floral wax-coated tablecloth, a bouquet of wilted flowers, and the 

messy residue of a breakfast feast: an open container of margarine, coffee-filled mugs, 

used and new paper napkins and flatware, small containers of salsa, a bag of tortillas, 

open beer cans, foil containing the barbacoa, and paper plates with what remains of the 

foil-wrapped tacos. Also on the table is a small straw sombrero with stitching including 

the word “Mexico.” This is the kind of novelty item a tourist would purchase on the 

border. It brings to mind the coconut: yes, it is authentically Mexican, but in reality it is 

Americanized: a product made for American consumers. Its placement near the Lone Star 

beer, a beverage that originated in San Antonio, creates an interesting dichotomy: the 

lone star, the prominent motif on the state’s flag, symbolizes the independence of Texas 

from Mexico. Moreover, the meal itself is an imposter in terms of traditional Mexican 

cuisine. The breakfast taco, which occupies a space that is neither Mexican nor Anglo, is 

a staple in South Texas and is often referred to as “Mexican food.” However, in actuality 

it is a Tex-Mex creation and is “as foreign to people of the interior of Mexico as the 

earthly flavor of huitlacoche (corn fungus) is to San Antonio” (Glassford 2005, 18).   

Abuela’s Kitchen and the meals photographed in the Seven Day series reveal 

Ramirez’s use of food and ritual to delve into his cultural identity. The fact that the 

tablescapes are reconstructed emphasizes that each item was deliberately selected to play 

a role in the montages(Ramirez 2008). The photographs capture Ramirez family customs 

and personal traditions, but they can also be seen as metaphorical reflections of his 
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bicultural ethnicity. Even though Mesa-Bains’s concept of Chicana rasquache is 

specifically linked to female art practices, it is a revealing theoretic lens through which to 

view the domestic and spiritual customs in Ramirez’s works and how they are used to 

connect with his heritage. 

While sentimentality plays an important role in Ramirez’s works, ironic humor 

and double entendres, typical of rasquache, are primary elements in his artistic message. 

This is seen not only in relation to Ramirez’s bicultural identity, but also in regard to his 

homosexuality and HIV-positive status. These are strategies similar to Ramon García’s 

description of “Chicano camp”, in his article “Against Rasquache: Chicano Identity and 

the Politics of Popular Culture in Los Angeles.”  While Ramirez never considered 

himself a full-fledged Chicano, certain aspects of García’s concept of Chicano camp 

resonate with Ramirez’s artistic strategies. García describes Chicano camp as a “ form of 

survival for those Chicanos and Chicanas that live on the fringes and margins of both 

North American culture and Chicano culture. It is a way of negotiating and confronting 

bordered marginalization” (García 1998, 1). In this case, Ramirez’s marginalization 

existed not only from a racial standpoint, but also from his position as a homosexual. 

García describes Chicano camp as the use of rasquache aesthetics from an “outsider” 

position; it “acknowledges irony and distance from normalized representations of 

Chicano culture by presenting confrontational contestations of gender and sexual norms 

in Chicano culture” (García 1998, 6).  He goes on to say:  “Doubly marginalized by 

society at large and their own community, they have found a way to challenge and 

critically engage with both through a confrontational humor” (García 1998, 19). Chicano 

camp is both critical and jocular, but at the same time deliberately challenges Chicano 
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identity norms, and, while similar motives are reflected in Ramirez’s works, it is 

important to acknowledge the problematic notion of classifying his work as Chicano.  

Notions of identity are the focal point of Ramirez’s works. Whether Ramirez’s 

strategy is labeled camp or rasquache, it is important to understand that there is a deeper 

significance in the items that Ramirez photographs. Whether deliberately or 

subconsciously, Ramirez was drawn to specific objects. The multidimensional layers in 

Ramirez’s objects reflect his grappling and coming to terms with his biculturalism, 

sexuality and mortality.  
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Chapter 3: Queer Identity 

Not only did Ramirez wrestle with his “coconut” mentality through his work, but 

some objects he chose to examine were also reflected the marginalization he felt as a 

homosexual. One of the themes in Synthesis and Subversion was the rejection of the 

machismo attitude associated with the Chicano movement through the raising of gay 

issues. This male-centered stereotype developed as a result of the heterosexist message 

and image pushed by the Chicano movement in the 1960s. It was a vision that left very 

little room for those that did not fall into traditional gender roles. As Rudi Bleys explains, 

in his book Images of Ambiente: Homotextuality and Latin American Art, 1810- Today: 

Machismo is “the binary code that regulates traditional Mexican and Chicano society, 

this clearly does not embrace potentially subversive gender variety, especially, not, as is 

the case for Chicano culture, when cultural identity is at stake” (Bleys 2000, 172).  As a 

result of the exclusionary character and strict gender identity of the Chicano Movement, 

it was often viewed as homophobic. 

One of the first groups to expose and address the homophobic sentiments in the 

Chicano movement was the Los Angeles-based artist group ASCO, who aimed to shock 

and offend through their art and performances. During the late 1960s and early 1970s 

members of the group would often dress in drag and parade down Whittier Boulevard, a 

main thoroughfare through L.A.’s Latino communities. One of ASCO’s earliest works 

called Caca-Roaches Have No Friends, which was written by Guglio Nicandro, known as 

Gronk, and performed November 20, 1969, in Belvedere Park, included a homoerotic 

scene that stunned its audience in Eastside L.A. The infamous performance included 

Edmundo Meza, wearing graphic sexual props, and Robert Leggoretta, dressed in drag as 
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his alter ego, Cyclona. In the scene, Cyclona ripped the phallic object made from a Coca-

Cola bottle and raw egg that hung from Leggoreta’s shorts and flung it into the audience 

of Chicano families. Many audience members were outraged by the vulgar performance, 

and, as a result, Gronk was banned by Los Angeles Parks and Recreation from ever 

performing in a park again (Gamboa 1998). Legorretta explained the raffish and widely 

condemned scene as a “protest against...a society ruled by men,” but the homosexual 

undertones of the performance and the ‘public queering of Chicano subjectivity” are what 

prompted the overwhelmingly negative response (Jones 2012, 135). The backlash 

magnified the Chicano community’s sentiments towards homosexuals as it seemed  “out 

of proportion considering the risqué behavior of many of the artists’ heterosexual 

contemporaries, but that difference in reception — i.e., homophobia — comes through 

loud and clear” (Mizota 2012). 

ASCO’s work was undeniably political in challenging Chicano ideals, and, while 

similar sentiments were brewing in San Antonio in the mid-1990s, artists like Chuck 

Ramirez were approaching these ideas in a more personal way. Franco Mondini-Ruiz’s 

Botánica scene, which had opened in 1995, a year before the Synthesis and Subversion 

exhibition, was the impetus for camaraderie and exchange of ideas among gay Latinos, 

including Mondini-Ruiz, Alejandro Diaz and Chuck Ramirez. For these artists, the 

freedom of expression that had been stimulated by feminist Chicanas like Sandra 

Cisneros and Kathy Vargas combined with the so-called Queer Renaissance of the 1980s 

and 90s provided an opportunity for deeper explorations into other aspects of the 

Mexican-American identity. As Mondini-Ruiz explains: “We wanted to be part of the 

generation before us, which was mostly male dominated and homophobic and pretty 
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smug. They were cool, but they were not looking out for us, and they definitely were not 

looking out for women. But for awhile, we ran the show” (Andrews 2011). It was a 

culmination of factors that laid the groundwork for creating a space for those who 

resisted the traditional Chicano gender specific ideals. 

Just as the Infinito Botánica and the Synthesis and Subversion exhibit provided 

Ramirez with platforms to grapple with his Mexican-American heritage, they also incited 

an exploration into his sexual identity. Again he found himself positioned within another 

peripheral group, gay Latinos, a categorization that resonated with Ramirez. Included 

alongside the Santos series in Synthesis and Subversion was a pair of photographs 

entitled Gap Santos (Figure 13). Here Ramirez used his traditional format, isolating 

objects against a white background. However, in these photographs the male body is the 

object. Young, muscular men wearing white loin-cloth-like coverings stand on small 

wooden platforms against a solid white background, as if they are suspended in air. The 

two life-size portraits are inkjet printed on BFK Rives paper, giving them a banner-like 

quality. In Giuseppe Lucciana, the model stands in a contrapposto position looking 

upward with his curly, long brunette locks falling down his back, reminiscent of Saint 

Sebastian, a figure often considered emblematic of the gay community (Kaye 1996). 

When looking at traditional renderings of Saint Sebastian, like Pietro Perugino’s 15th 

century painting entitled St. Sebastian tied to a Column (Figure 14), the resemblance to 

Ramirez’s Giuseppe Lucciana cannot be ignored. However, in Ramirez’s version, the 

model wears an oxford shirt tied low around his waist like a loincloth. His arms are 

spread with palms facing outward, opening his body for the viewer’s pleasure. In the 

companion piece, entitled Lars Hundere, a model with shorter hair and placid skin stands 



 

 

Gaunt 27 

in a similar position also donning a white oxford shirt around his waist, but this time his 

mouth is open as if experiencing an ecstatic moment. Both models were friends of 

Ramirez’s. Hundere, a photographer, let Ramirez borrow his equipment for the shoot and 

thus he holds in his left hand a shutter-release button with an attached cable. Ramirez 

described the photographic subjects as “modern day Santo boy-toys ascending the pearly 

gates, their loins draped only in ‘Easy Fit, Baggy Sized, 100 % Cotton, Standard Issue, 

White Oxford’ shirts from Gap” (Hammond 1999).  

In the photographs, Ramirez objectifies the bodies of his friends. They seem 

indifferent to the viewer’s gaze, but at the same time wide open for contemplation. The 

models’ positions against a white backdrop blur the distinction between object and 

human, as he employs the same techniques to photograph products for advertising.  Just 

as he used religion to contemplate his identity in the Santos series, Ramirez addresses his 

homosexuality through the overtly sexualized images of saint-like men. Catholic 

moralism comes to mind as the objectification of the male bodies through the guise of 

Catholic religion suggests sacrilege. He again uses these “objects” to impart his sexual 

identity and perhaps explore Catholic sexual politics. Just as he considered his 

grandmother’s religion as a gateway into his heritage, here too Catholicism becomes a 

portal for exploration of his sexuality. However, in this case he uses religious imagery in 

a homoerotic manner and challenges conventional representations of machismo and 

Catholic symbolism. The Gap Santos series represents a “simultaneous desire of 

belonging and acceptance and the insistence of one’s ‘difference’” (Hammond 1999). 

The message and materials in the work resonate with Ramon García’s Chicano camp 

theory in its confrontation with religious and gender norms, through the humorous 
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simplicity of clothing two friends in Gap loincloths.  By “queering” religious archetypes 

and deliberately blurring the line between the sacred and profane, Ramirez exposes a 

facet of his identity. As seen in many of Ramirez’s works, a complex convergence of 

ideas exists in Gap Santos and the multiple metaphorical layers in the male objects reflect 

Ramirez’s own aggregate identity. He declared “ I am queer, a HIV+ designer, and a 

Mexican American whose (sic) not considered Chicano because of my white bread 

upbringing” (Hammond 1999). 

In the Rubber Wrestlers series, which was part of a show entitled Boy Toys at the 

Arlington Museum of Art, Ramirez photographed small muscular figurines. He distorted 

the photographs of hulky toys by using double images, manipulating them so that at times 

the bodies overlap. In other images in the series the toys appear dismembered so that only 

the legs or bulky arms are visible. In one of the photographs, two pairs of legs make an “x” 

symbol in the center of the image. Sexuality emanates from the photograph, as a white 

circle in the groin area of where legs meet is the focal point (Figure 15). Ramirez wanted 

to explore “notions of bonding and sexuality by manipulating photographs of children’s 

toys.” (Ramirez 2008). The action figures, gendered toys of supreme masculinity, are 

repurposed to investigate the boundaries of homoeroticism. No longer are the rubber 

wrestlers simple and direct objects that evoke childhood nostalgia, but instead they are 

rendered metaphorically layered and sexually complex. 

In a series called Como una Flor (Figure 16), Ramirez photographed eighteen 

floral trinkets arranged in a three-by-six grid formation. Included in the group of items 

were an Avon makeup bottle with a rubber top resembling a bouquet, a lamp with a shade 

decorated with clusters of blossoms, and a blue flower yard ornament. The title, which 
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translates to “like a flower,” suggests the artificial nature of the objects in the pictures, 

but is also a phrase used to describe homosexuals in the Latino community. Ramirez 

described the objects as banal items found on “flea market tables and forgotten shelves of 

a grandmother’s bedroom,” but there is a deeper symbolism that resonates with issues of 

gender and sexuality (Ramirez 1997).  

Whether or not Ramirez was in a comfortable place with his sexuality at the time 

he made Gap Santos, he belonged to a generation who came of age in the 1980s, when 

homosexuality and the AIDS epidemic were major topics of public debate and the 

friction between the ultra-conservative Reagan administration and the gay community 

was palpable. Mondini-Ruiz remembers the 1990s, when Ramirez began to explore his 

sexuality through his work, as “heady times for Ramirez. It had not been long since 

Mexican identity especially homosexual identity were something to be kept under wraps” 

(Mondini-Ruiz 2011). For instance, the sexualized and homoeroticized Rubber Wrestlers 

series was surprisingly misread by Dallas Morning News critic Janet Kutner when in her 

review of an exhibition entitled Boy Toys she wrote: 

 The most creative use of boys’ toys is by Chuck Ramirez, whose characters are 
tiny plastic wrestlers with bulging muscles and squatty proportions. He further 
distorts these store-bought images with digital manipulation, creating a 
mesmerizing video that takes them through a kind of slow-dance body-building 
routine, then capturing the elusive moment in digital ink jet prints that freeze the 
technology choreographed moments in time. (Kutner 1998) 
 
However, the 1990s was also a progressive era for the gay community and was 

deemed a queer renaissance for its “unprecedented wave of cultural activity by openly 

queer poets, playwrights, and novelists” (McRuer 1997, 353). Ramirez’s decision to 

exhibit homoerotic works was not only a product of his botánica experience, but also in 

keeping with the times. The Gap Santos series solidified Ramirez’s position as a gay 
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artist, and he exhibited in group shows on queer identity throughout the next decade. 

While Ramirez continued to examine his sexuality through objects, his works would 

evolve into a metaphorical exploration into his status as an HIV-positive homosexual. 

In 1999, in a show entitled Long-Term Survivor at Artpace’s Hudson (Show)room, 

Ramirez began to explore another level of his identity. The objects in his photographs 

still contained homosexual undertones, but now began to embody elements relating to his 

HIV-positive status, a diagnosis he received in 1990 (Dimmick 2012). As suggested in 

the name of the solo exhibition, Ramirez’s battle with HIV and the stigmas associated 

with it, were the focal points of the artwork on view. Included in the exhibition were 

several photographs of erotic paraphernalia, including an intimate investigation of a cock 

ring, which was part of an installation titled Dancing, no cover (Figure 17). In Ramirez’s 

recognizable style, the magnified silver ring glistens against a stark white background. 

This phallic ornament might be mistaken for a wedding band. Overtly sexual are 

photogram or x-ray-like images of vibrators in the Rabbit Pearl Series (Figure 18), which 

were hung for the show in individual plastic bags along a wall as if they were waiting to 

be studied by radiologist. Rabbit Pearl Series includes eight photographs of soft pink 

phallic silhouettes, which darken in the middle to reveal their inner-workings. The blurry 

edges of the vibrators hint at their pulsating movements. Also included in the show was a 

lifesize diptych of leather leggings entitled Chaps (Figure 19), in which Ramirez 

photographed each chap individually. A mirror-like image results from the pairing of the 

photographs, which are so vividly rendered that every grommet detail can be seen, and 

the texture of the rich leather is visible. While it’s hard to overlook the aggressive and 

sadomasochist connotations associated with leather chaps, Ramirez attests:   
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I use the chaps as a metaphor for skin or flesh. A type of protective barrier from 
inner to outer. When one becomes HIV+, one is always dealing with the idea of 
the issues of safe sex. You lose the spontaneity and safety of it, yet the desire is 
always there  
(Freeman 1999). 
 
As revealed in Ramirez’s statement, there is something more personal about the 

series than merely using homoerotic and taboo objects to make a political statement. The 

intimacy reflected in these photographs illustrates a transition from the flagrancy 

expressed in the Gap Santos photographs to a sensibility more aligned with the work of 

Félix González-Torres. González-Torres, whom Ramirez acknowledged as major 

influence on his work, was most well-known for representing AIDs victims with 

installations made up of candy. Usually piled into the corner or the center of a gallery 

space, the interactive artwork allows visitors to take a piece of candy with them. In 

“Untitled” (Portrait of Ross on L.A.) (Figure 20), González-Torres honored his partner, 

Ross Laycock, whom he lost to AIDS in 1991. The hill of multicolored wrapped candy 

weighs 175 pounds, alluding to Ross’s ideal weight. As the visitors remove the candy 

piece by piece, the weight of the pile of candy drops just as Ross’s weight would have 

during his illness. The work not only contemplates life’s ephemerality, but, as the candy 

is replenished it represents hopefulness. 

Like González-Torres, the metaphorical relationship between the body and 

objects became a focal point in Ramirez’s photographs, and he used the objects to 

explore and contemplate his identity as a homosexual man living with HIV. In the 

photographs in Long Term Survivor, the absence of the body is very much apparent in 

these objects, as they sit unused. Eeriness and emptiness emanate from the leather chaps 

and the cockring, and they become emblematic of the sexual isolation experienced by 

HIV and AIDS patients. When asked about Chaps, Chuck Ramirez explained: “The taboo 



 

 

Gaunt 32 

world of leather intrigues me. I [see] the chaps as representing the hedonistic desire that 

still burns inside queers with HIV. We are still worthy of being touched, loved, cared for 

as lovers” (Hammond 1999). 

While on the surface these photographs appear to be bold, politically charged 

statements, in reality the objects reflect Ramirez’s private struggle. This becomes even 

more apparent with the piece entitled Cocktail (Figure 21), an up-close encounter with a 

plastic seven-day pill organizer. This work highlights Ramirez's daily commitment to 

managing his illness. As he explained: “The pill box is rosary of sorts. It’s not recited but 

it brings and sustains life, just as hopefully prayer does. By administrating this daily 

cocktail we are able to extend life” (Freeman 30). Cocktail pares Ramirez’s battle with 

HIV down to a single object, but that single object is a powerful symbol of his 

determination to survive. It is interesting to consider the layers of connotations in the 

title: first, the sexual undertones of the word “cock” in relation to treating a sexually 

transmitted disease, and, secondly, “cocktail” as a celebratory treatment of a grim, life-

threatening disease. 

Comparing his daily dose of medicine to prayer exposes his continued fascination 

with religion despite the alienation he felt from it: “I never learned Spanish, and though I 

was brought up Catholic, I wasn’t raised with the mysticism of Latino religious culture” 

(Rumble 1996). Like the pieces in Synthesis and Subversion, Ramirez again references 

Catholicism in Long Term Survivor. When Ramirez references homosexuality in his work, 

tension arises between religion and sexuality. For instance, a supplemental handout called 

His Prayer Card (Figure 22) that was distributed to Long-Term Survivor visitors 

contained a comprehensive list of items needed for a night out, including the cost of each 
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item. On one side of the small rounded-edge paper was an image of an angel and the 

details of the exhibition printed on white, and the reverse printed on red with an image of 

the Last Supper was the following text: 

His boots, black Dingos-one of many pairs, $85, used from Army Surplus. 
Jeans, $19, from Gap. 
Cotton pocket tee, $12, Fruit of the Loom. 
Uniform shirt with insignia, $3, from  Thrift Town. 
Cotton boxers, left by friend. 
Socks, $3.99, from Gap. 
Glasses, $6, from Texaco. 
Hair, $25. 
Marlboros, $2.50 (plus tax), by Phillip Morris. 
Cocktails at Liberty Ghost arrive at 6 pm, sharp. 
Sweet boys working the bar. 
Pint of beer, $3, usually Shiner. 
Goat cheese with chile morita & piloncillo sauce, $6.75. 
Martini, $5.25 by Absolut. 
Lamb sausage with grilled potatoes, $8.50. 
Slice of lime chess, $4. 
His sheets warm and comfy, cool and soothing , his touch delicate and caring. 
3 am, carnitas de puerco, $8.95, by Mi Tierra. 
Another Sunday brunch with Veuve Clicquot, $50. 
Test results Thursday at noon, $20 co pay. 
His Lifetime Cocktail, $13,200.00 per annum, penicillin, ampicillin, amoxicillin, diflucan 
by Laurel Heights Clinic. 
Tonight, margaritas at 7pm, $4.75, by John. 
Center-cut porkchops with garlic sauce $8.50. 
Dancing, no cover. 
 

The card resembles a Catholic prayer card, but instead of devotional words 

Ramirez describe a mundane play-by-play of his social agenda. There are interspersed 

elements that allude to homosexuality, and a casual reference to annual medication fees is 

sandwiched between brunch and cocktails. Again, we see Ramirez toying with sexuality 

and religion in a satiric way, reflecting his own ambivalence. 

         In Ramirez’s Meat series, created during his Artpace residency, he takes a more 
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abstract approach to looking at the body. The series consists of 17 large-scale pigment 

ink printed photographs of twelve different cuts of raw meat including a lamp chop, osso 

bucco, butterfly pork chop, cowboy steak, baby back ribs, chuck roast, sausage, t-bone, 

beef tenderloin, lengua (tongue), chicken and ground chuck. Ramirez said he wanted to 

create the antithesis of the commercially beautiful shots he was compelled to make as 

creative director for H-E-B, and, instead, present images that were “in your face” and 

“grotesque” (Ramirez 2008).  The photographs were meant to highlight the 

anthropomorphic qualities of raw meat. In using the word “grotesque” to describe the 

pictures, Ramirez was also objectifying the body in a graphic manner as a result of his 

own disease. At the time the series was shot in 2002, a sickened Ramirez had already 

begun to focus on mortality, a topic that will be discussed in the next chapter. 

Contemplating works like Ground Chuck (Figure 23) within this context of mortality and 

disposability, it is hard to ignore the double entendre and the relationship between 

Ramirez’s disease and the pile of pink pulverized beef in the photograph. The piece is an 

example of the play on language that so often appears in his work, and, while there is 

humor in the title of the work, the underlying message is deadly serious. 

On display in the adjacent room at Artpace was a six-foot image, entitled 

Whatacup (Figure 24), of a large plastic orange-striped cup from the fast-food chain, 

Whataburger. Printed on the cup, in small blue letters, is the phrase: “When I am empty 

please dispose of me properly.” While this particular work will be discussed in detail in 

the next chapter, in relation to the meat series it illuminates Ramirez’s mindset. Through 

the series we see the deep symbolism in Ramirez’s objects that existed on a subconscious 

level that perhaps Ramirez himself was unaware of. He once declared: “We are meat,” 
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when asked about the Meat series. While his observation is a straightforward enough, 

complexity emerges when Ramirez mentioned his desire to capture the grotesque through 

the Meat series. It is through this lens that the objects permeate the viewer’s 

consciousness and take on a graver symbolism. Yet another layer of Ramirez’s work is 

revealed. 
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Chapter 4:Prematurely Discarded 

While many of the objects in Ramirez’s photographs can be interpreted as 

reflections of his cultural and sexual identity, his mortality emerged as a key theme in his 

work, and many of the quotidian subjects were expressions of his reorientated view of 

life that grew out of another place of liminality, living with both HIV and a dire heart 

condition. This chapter explores another layer of meaning in the refuse that so often was 

the focal point of Ramirez’s photographs. By dignifying discarded objects, Ramirez 

illuminated subconscious concerns with ephemerality, mortality and the fear of being 

prematurely cast aside.  

When Ramirez died in a tragic bicycle accident in 2010, his close friend Cynthia 

Toles reminisced about him in a commemorative article for Glasstire, an online art 

publication. She wrote: 

He did my trees. I had heard about the Christmas window he had done at Artpace 
(its first?) before my time. He had decorated 5 live Christmas trees, but still in 
their tied-up state. He had noticed some workers unloading Christmas trees and 
saw that the trees were bound and gagged from their abduction and long ride in 
the back of the truck to their destination. He loved them. They excited him but 
they also made him sad. Made him think about death but also the miracles and life 
that can come from death. They also reminded him of gigantic smudge sticks—
those bundles of dried herbs, ritually bound with string and lit to slowly smolder 
for rites of purification by native cultures. He decorated the still-bound trees 
thematically. I knew immediately that I had to have a couple of smudge stick trees 
of my own (Snyder 2011). 
 

The story illuminates Ramirez’s unique perspective towards objects. He identified and 

even empathized with the trees.  By thinking about the “death” of the trees, his awareness 

of mortality shows through, a concept encoded in many of Ramirez’s works. 

“When I am empty please dispose of me properly,” the words emblazoned across 

the front of a plastic cup in Whatacup, evoke the preoccupation with discardment, which 

is persistent in Ramirez’s work.  The Trash Bag series, which was completed in 1998, is 
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emblematic of the sentiment expressed on Ramirez’s iconic Whatacup. In the series, 

plastic garbage bags are photographed in Ramirez’s customary manner, like intimate 

studio portraits. Afghans (Figure 25), a pair of garbage bags filled with a collection of 

crocheted and Afghan blankets, was the project’s inspiration. The blankets were gifts 

from Ramirez’s grandmother and aunts, but clashed with his home’s aesthetic so he 

stored them in large, white garbage bags under his bed. Ramirez was interested in not 

only how the texture of the woven fabric appeared through the plastic, but also the 

anthropomorphic quality of the vessels. He was fascinated with how the bags took the 

form of their contents in a “you-are-what-you-eat” way (Ramirez 2008). Similar to the 

Christmas trees, Ramirez’s viewed the engorged garbage bags through an 

anthropomorphic lens. 

In Wal Mart (Figure 26), the bag is packed with crumpled newspapers. In Absolut 

it’s loaded with empty liquor and wine bottles, and in the Vegan (Figure 27) bag are 

slimy ripe vegetables and an empty pack of cigarettes. The portrait subjects each have 

their own unique characteristics, stretched and distorted by their contents. The objects 

that fill the white bags are vaguely discernible through the opaque plastic skin, while the 

contents of black bags remain a mystery. The photographs encourage an almost 

voyeuristic investigation of each bag and a creation of a narrative. Ramirez’s choice of 

subject boldly challenges conventional aesthetics and the demarcators between low and 

high art. He found beauty in these plastic vessels filled with refuse, giving them a second 

life through his photographic lens. However, looking beyond his glorification of the 

ordinary to understand his personal concerns with being prematurely discarded provides a 

richer context in which to consider the rubbish Ramirez chose to photograph.  
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Following Long-Term Survivor, in which Ramirez confronted his HIV status head 

on, illness, marginalization, and mortality took center stage in his next show, Quarantine. 

Ramirez’s grandmother had injured her spine, and, during his hospital visits, Ramirez 

noticed the abandoned bouquets left in patient rooms. The floral arrangements were of 

the type often found for sale in the hospital lobby shops: brightly colored flowers with 

baby’s breath and fern fillers arranged in a cheap vase and tied with a cheery, satin ribbon 

bow. Ramirez noticed these bouquets had begun to lose their vibrancy: the flowers had 

wilted, the water was sometimes murky, and the ribbons had lost their charm. Ramirez 

collected the faded bouquets from his grandmother’s room and photographed seven of 

them for a series entitled Quarantine (Ramirez 2008). 

The photographs, which were given descriptive names like Pink Ribbon and 

Yellow Roses, dignify the deserted objects, but also, on a deeper level, illuminate ideas 

around illness, ephemerality, and mortality. The series is reminiscent of 17th century 

Dutch still lifes known as “vanitas,” in which dying flowers were often included to 

symbolize the fragility of life. In Ramirez’s Yellow Roses (Figure 28), the canary-hued 

flowers and hunter-green ferns have begun their decaying process. Despite retaining its 

cheery color, the bouquet is starting to sag, the buds have started to shrivel, the petals are 

beginning to brown, the water in the vase has started to turn, and the decorative bow 

appears to have unraveled from its once happy knot. The work emits a certain 

melancholic feeling, and the fate of the patient who received the bouquet remains a 

mystery. Is he alive or, like the fading flowers, did he perish? The bouquets take on the 

role of a memorial to the dying and the deceased. To Ramirez, the flowers were a 

“metaphor for the spirit of the condition of the person in the room.” (Ramirez 2008) 
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Quarantine also evokes the societal alienation that Ramirez felt both he and his 

grandmother experienced. He believed that once someone was old or sick, he or she was 

shuffled to the periphery. As he explained in an interview: “If you’re too old or become 

tainted in some way, HIV positive or if you get some sort of illness, society has a way of 

throwing you out of the main system. I mean you become a burden. You can’t get health 

insurance” (Ramirez 2008). He believed that once you are out of the mainstream, it’s 

unlikely you’ll return. Ramirez’s grandmother never fully recovered from her injury. She 

became a quadriplegic and was exiled to a nursing home. Ramirez’s intimate 

photographic style and choice of language in the title of the series reorients one’s 

perspective of quotidian bouquets. The flowers represent Ramirez’s own struggles with 

being marginalized and prematurely discarded. 

Similar sentiments are expressed in the Candy Tray series, which was first 

introduced alongside the Meat series and Whatacup during Ramirez’s residency at 

Artpace. As Ramirez described it, he became “obsessed” with these discarded objects and 

continued to add to the series for period of six years, culminating in ten large pigment 

print photographs (Ramirez 2008). In the works, the chocolate has been consumed, and 

what remains is the plastic tray, depleted and ready to be discarded. The deserted plastic 

trays express a sense of melancholy and pose the question: When I’m empty what’s my 

purpose? 

There is still sublime beauty in the finely wrought chocolate-less trays. In Godiva 

3 (Figure 29), the bright gold rectangular box shot from a bird’s eye view becomes a 

regal object. It glints as the texture in the surface and curve of each chocolate 

compartment catch the light. It loses its distinction as a chocolate box, and in turn is 
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reminiscent of an ornate gold-leaf coffered ceiling. While the tray has lost its utilitarian 

purpose, through Ramirez’s photographic lens it achieves a certain beauty and spirit. 

His chocolate trays illustrate the recurring theme in his artwork of the premature 

disposal of items that still have value or life. In Dark Heart (Figure 30) from 2008, the 

metaphorical meanings of the candy trays takes on a literal form. Ramirez photographs a 

Hershey’s chocolate tray against a stark white background, transforming the Valentine’s 

treat into something melancholic. Ramirez struggled later in his life with an enlarged 

aorta, a serious heart condition. He lived with the risk of a sudden rupture and instant 

death. The despondent, tar-colored, heart-shaped tray emits a kind of diabolic cruelty. It 

has a level of insidiousness in that it is beautiful but simultaneously deadly. Ramirez 

explained he chose the tray because he loved the blackness of the heart. When probed in 

an interview about its association with his ailment, he merely said that the “hearts are 

pretty and I like shooting them” (Ramirez 2008). Ramirez underwent heart surgery to 

repair his damaged aorta two years after he shot this photograph.   

In Franco’s Palette (Candy Tray Series), Ramirez photographs a repurposed 

candy tray, reveling in the new life breathed into a discarded object. The compartments of 

the small white chocolate tray have been emptied of their sweet contents and filled with 

paints in blue, grey and green hues. Ramirez discovered this unconventional painter’s 

palette in Franco Mondini-Ruiz’s studio when he visited him in Rome. There is very little 

information on Franco’s Palette, but Ramirez was interested enough in the object to 

carry it back with him from Italy. What was his fascination with Mondini-Ruiz’s palette? 

Beyond its beauty, there must have been some deeper connection with it. The image of 

the repurposed chocolate box conjures a sense of sanguinity. It was saved from being 
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unceremoniously trashed. Perhaps Ramirez is identifying with the object in its hopeful 

second life. 

Ramirez’s fascination with repurposed objects appeared in 2007 with a series 

entitled Careyes. The makeshift paint containers were fashioned from plastic soda bottles 

collected along the western coast of Mexico. There soda bottles go through a daily 

metamorphosis: after the contents are imbibed at lunch by the workers, they are sliced in 

half and used to hold paint or nails in the afternoon.  “Formally they look like venetian 

glass,” Ramirez observed, or in the case of White Venus (Figure 31), the swirled paint and 

grime suggest Greek marble. He photographed the bottom half of the plastic bottle 

against his standard white studio background, enlarging it so that each crack in the dried 

paint and particle of dirt and sand are visible (Ramirez 2008). There is elegance in its 

imperfections, and Ramirez used the word “optimistic” to describe the recycled object. 

In the same series, Ramirez displayed photographs of used brooms he collected in 

Carayes, Mexico. The dilapidated brooms tell the story of their laborious life.  In Orange 

Broom (Figure 32), Ramirez photographed the tattered, apricot-colored bristles and half 

worn shaft of a shabby broom. The broom’s head has become frayed, unraveled and the 

fibers have taken a permanent shape from their sweeping motion. The broom takes on 

humanistic qualities, as the bristles resemble a coif of hair and the shaft an aged neck. 

From its disrepair springs personality. Ramirez said the series was inspired by the 

optimism of the Mexican labor force. He recounted how storeowners in Mexico, 

especially Mexico City, sweep the sidewalks in front of their storefronts constantly. For 

Ramirez, the futile task of cleaning in a filthy city evidenced determination and even 

optimism. Ramirez described the brooms as “metaphors for the human spirit, weathered, 
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but enduring and always optimistic and colorful” (Ramirez 2008).  It’s hard not to see 

this as a description of Ramirez. Ethel Shipton, a close confidant of Ramirez, used similar 

words to describe what Ramirez’s friendship offered her: “ Place...worth... optimism 

(always)...belonging...strength” (Snyder 2011). Lori Dunlap, a friend of Ramirez, 

attested: “ I will never forget the lessons [Chuck] taught me…to love where you are and 

who you are with, completely…to embrace the moment as if there is no tomorrow…and 

to see beauty in the everyday and the commonplace” (Snyder 2011). The better tomorrow 

that Ramirez saw in the brooms and bottles reflected himself and his worldview.  In this 

sense, the objects are portraits of the artist, revealing his character and spirit. 

He followed this series with a collection of photographs entitled Euro Bags 

(Figure 33).  Some in the collection are simply white and others have labels in French or 

Spanish, most likely accumulated during Ramirez’s European trips. The type of bags he 

photographed are usually found discarded and clinging to a roadside hedge. They are the 

epitome of rubbish, but Ramirez, by photographing against his white backdrop, has 

highlighted their ethereal qualities transforming them into exquisite objects. The group of 

plain bags in mint green, peach and different shades of blues have a gossamer 

delicateness that make them appear more like silk negligees.   

For Ramirez, photographing rubbish wasn’t just about finding beauty in the 

mundane; it was also about exploring the fragility and temporality of life. Ramirez was 

interested in “the aftermath or the refuse– the finality of things ”(Ramirez 2008). Through 

these pictures he explored what it meant to be discarded, but also found hope in what’s 

next. Euro Bags was one of the last series Ramirez created before his untimely and tragic 

death.  
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Conclusion 

San Antonio photographer Chuck Ramirez’s oeuvre was above all an expression 

of his complex identity and his struggle to come to terms with who he was.  A couple of 

events were instrumental in setting him on a pilgrimage of self-discovery through art.  

Living at the Infinito Botánica gave rise to an exchange of ideas with other artists 

similarly situated between cultures and led to a period of enlightenment and self-

revelation.  This no doubt gave him the confidence to explore his identity in his first 

major exhibition, Synthesis and Subversion, which would become a pivotal experience in 

Ramirez’s career.  Prior to the exhibition, he would have termed himself an “outsider” 

due to his biculturalism, sexuality and disease.  The backlash from the Chicano 

community publicly confirmed his position as an outsider. He would come to embrace his 

outlier status and use it as the common thread throughout his body of work.  Ramirez 

photographed objects coded with meaning, complexity and significance. They were in 

fact intimate portraits of himself.  

When Ramirez died suddenly in 2010 as a result of a bicycle accident, he left 

behind an extensive body of work. During his lifetime he was internationally recognized 

for his unique photographs and participated in almost one hundred solo and group 

exhibitions. While there have been a handful of essays on Chuck Ramirez’s work, there is 

limited scholarly work that considers his body of work in its entirety. Since his death, 

Ramirez has been increasingly recognized as an important artist.  His work has been 

acquired by the Smithsonian American Art Museum and was recently included in an 

exhibition titled Our America: The Latino Presence in American Art.  Additionally, a 

documentary about Ramirez’s life and work is expected to be released in 2014.  The hope 
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is that this thesis will contribute to enhancing Ramirez’s profile within the scholarly 

community and will be a catalyst for further investigation.   
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