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Lorenzo Homar: Lyric and Satire!

The Horhar who returned to San Juan from New
York in 1950 was a changed man. He was thirty-seven
at the time. He had been tempered in the culturgl life
of the metopolis, in the experience of war, and in the
art and craft of drawing and painting. He returned with
his family: he had marrisd Dorothy Bdmm, with whom
he had worked ot Cartier, and the couple had had their
first daughter, Susan.

Why did he come back in 19607 Homar told the
story several times, with no infimations of patriotism,
One of his most interesting versions appears in an un-
published manuscript that can be found in the
collection of Homar documents and works at Princeton
University. It s there that Homar documsenied the
mediating role played by ths painter Robert
Gwathmey, who had been invited to Puerto Rico in
1948 and had already done several posters. Gwathmey

advised Homar to fry fo get a job in the recently
created Division of Community Education, DIVEDCO.
This manuscript is significant, too, because it portrays
the ambivalence we see in many refurns: curiosity and
Interest buf at the same time the allenation and
distance that must be bridged. Thirty years afferward,
he would recall his first impressions of that return to the
smcil, provincial, yet warm and welcoming city, and
the nostalgia he feit for the museumns and art galieries
of New York. The very structure of the recollection sefs
Homar in the space of between, and in a changing
oufside:

The painter Robert Gwathmey from New York
had been fo Puerfo Rico invited by friends at the
Division of Community Fducation. Gwathmey, a
paintfer of great falent and printfmaker (serigrachs),
had advised me fo look for work there, and by early
1951 | was working in the Division, Affer an absence of

! Fragment of the longer essay “Imdgenes de Lorenzo Homar: entre Nueva
York y San Juan”, published in the book £Y arre de bregar, San Juan,
Edicicnes Callején, 2000.

Lorenzo Homar, Susan and Tita,
Ria Piedras, Puerto Rico, 1952.
Foto: Coleccién: Familia Homar.

Lorenzo Homar, Susan y Tita,
Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico, 1952.
Photo: Homar Family Collection,
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22 years Puerto Rico seemed a small and sfrange
place at first, But beautiful and friendly, In fact. the
public plazas in the fowns and cities icok just like those
in fhe Philippine Istands. | missed enormously the
Museurm of Modem Art, only a block from Cartier, the
Met the Frick, the galleries in 57th St But | got involved

immediately with the local artists and even helped ~;- g

found the Puerto Rican Art Center. a

The return was a rediscovery of the Isiand by a mon o
shaped by the ofher Puarfo Rican experience. Homar “‘“;
p

was wiling 1o recognize the sfrangeness of the place, -

F,,,i

and to admit the need for o new leaming experence.
Detarmined 1o remain in Puerte Rico, he wanted o plant
his feet firmly on the ground. He set himself the task of
docurmenting in his drawings the pecple, the ploces, the
objects of the place, creating his own archive of Images.
In the process he himself was gradually transformed, even
as he put info practice his artishic knowledge. At the
same fime, he grew close to a group of young pdinters
who had o great variety of inferests and experiences,
and who had acquired them outside Puerto Rico, His

friendship with Rafasl Tufifio, for exampls, was a source of
inspiration for the definition of an aesthetic. In aninferview

Untitled { Philippine house surrounded by trees, chickens, and yard), with Mari Carmen Ramirez, Homar offered an image of
1945, watercolor, 8 '/, " x 11 1%, .". ' ‘
Rare Bools and Special Collections Collection”, that organic refurn:
Harvey S. Firestone Library, Princeton University, NI i o )
See: Catalog of Works, No. 39. My first priority} was studying and-constantly
malking notes wherever | went in Puerto Rico. The
" From now on alfl works will be credited as Graphic Art Collection, different fypes of people, the littte houses in the borrios

and fhe big mansions in the Condado, the kind of
landscape and the color,.. so different from fhe
United States! The way peopie dressed, the animals-—
tried fo capture all of that in my sketches. When | was
commissioned o do posters, my greatest concern was
fo make sure that Puerto Ricans recoghized
themseives and their londscape and color... Tufife,
for example, made a great impresstori on me,
because he painted and drew bario types and
houses like no one. That made me go buck to a more
naturalistic stvie than I was used o, buf without
sacrificing the level of quaiity of the worl; that s, ifs
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composition, colon efc. Those elements had to adapt
fo the aesthetic criteria I'd learned in my years of
study and apprenticeshin and work in New York,
without banal senfimentaiism of any kind.

Craft in the Studio

San Juan in the 1950s was home fo a group
of young writers, musicians, painters, and modern
choreographers who bonded fogether in the friendship
—and the tensions— that emerge from teamwork.
Homar had brought with him the rich experience of the
cultural and political debates of New York City, and
the model of teqchers and apprentices he had
known In school and ot work as a jewelry designer
for Cartier. He brought the “studio” experience, in
which artis a craft with rules and demands, with trans-
mitfable, teachable techniques. Very soon,.his name
became associated with the 'new production

of arists that were making o name for themselves

through the Centto de Arte Puer?orriqueﬁd (CAP), His
waichful teaching plaved a fundamental rele in
the Graphics Workshop ot DIVEDCO, He continuad
this work, with renewed energy, from 1957 fo 1973 in
the Graphics Workshop of the Instifute of Puerfo
Rican Culture,

The workshops, or stuclios, were a space in which
enriching diciogue took place. In them, many arfists
found a dialogue that surely included the ability to
proncunce sharp rejections of other aesthetic or
political positions. Being an apprentice was not simiply
being initiated in the craft: it was alse a way of life and
thought, Years iater, Antonio Martoret, who founded
his own Talier Alacrén (Scorpion Studio) in 1967

and eventually established other artistic practices,
remernbered his apprenticeship and the habits creaied
in The workshop of the Instifute of Puerto Rican Cu?fure,
In its space next fo the former Casino de Puerto Rico.
IHake this text by Martorell from Pinfura y gréfica de los
arios 50

The Graphics Workshop at the Institute of
Puerfo Rican Cufture was ot that Hime o pleasant.
stimulating meeling place for plastic artists, writers,
choreographers. musicians, polifical leaders...a
space open to work and 1o the free discussion of
ideas and national ond international events, o forum
that generated arf and thinking in which practice
and the demands of the craft were balgnced by o
constant flow, and questioning, of the mos! diverse
theorefical ideas.

Artists and Artisans

Martorelt's words confirm that in the fiffles and
sixties the utopia of a new order was operating. Old
fradifions wete being renewed; the dream of o unified
community was considered possible in the little city. it
Is no coincidence that Homar paid graphic homage
to Williom Morris in 1983, and in 1990 fo Puerto Rican
caliigrapher Guillerro Rodriguer Benitez. The portrait
of Morris, the utoplan socialist whom Homar adsmired
50 greatly, is a celebration of the many crafis practiced
by the calligrapher and designer. Morrls was the key
figure in the Arts and Craffs Movement in England in

the late nineteenth century. Among many other things, '

Morris studied medisval and Renaissance lettering and
the art of book illustration, and his interest in these
fields culminated In the celebrated publications of
the Kelmscott Press. itis significant that Gropius and the
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avant-garde Bauhaus group in Weimar are considered
to continue the ideals and proctices of Morris's
movement. One sentence from the first Bauhaus
Manifesto, in 1919, is offen quoted, and Homar might
well have subscribed fo i "There is no essential
difference between the artist and the artisan... We
befieve In a guild of artisans. without distinction of ciass.”
It was possible, that is, to create, collectively, an art that
might serve as a force 1o unite society. In the poster
that Homar did in 1965 for the tenth anniversary of the
institute of Puerto Ricon Culture, the areas of dance,
music, museum, and printmakers are intertwined. It is,
in a word, the Puerto Rican version of the Bauhaus, In
1960, In the note that Homar himself wicte for the brief
cataiogue of the exhibifion of his work sponsored by
the Instifute of Puerto Rican Culturs, he defined his place
and his vision of the meaning of his “handicroft” with
lucid conviction: :

Ecrning my living as an artist, an artisan, | fry fo
honhor my craft with my very best efforts regardiess of
the type of waork involved, A stamp, an iltusiration, or
an ideo fo engrave or paint. Everything that happens
around us is worfh locking af. These are our fimes. We
iive in a society in which commercialism and
dehumanizalion are rampant, creafing a confusion of
values and o mediocrity. And yet, as Eric Gil said, “The
arfist is the only responsitle worker iefi, the only worker
whose power of selection is effeciive in the worlk
made by his hanads.”

A Great Wall of Posters

In that line, the first thing to be stressed is
the recovery of ancient graphics traditions that
Homar spearheaded. Curiously, that craftsmanlike
“anachronism” produced an effect of modernity that

was seized upon by the members of the avant-garde in
order to renew communicadion through a number of
prinfed forms. in the workshop Homar headed af the
Institute of Puerto Rican Culfure, he began to work on a
kind of huge wall of posters which required a great deal
of art in the design and perfection of the printing
process, Each of his beautiful engrovings, each portrait
confributed fo a visual and polyphonic memory, to an
archive compased of infense fragments linked and
reinscribed in a new order. The result ranges from the
majestic architecture of the letters in the posters for
the Casa del Libro 1o the lightness and fuidity of the letters
announcing the performances of the Ballets de San Juon.

‘The Image of the Plena

Hornar gave new visibility 1o both.classic figures
and figures on the margins of culfure and history. Piece
by pigce he created a visual history composed of
fragments. The “natfional” was o way of seeing and
reading specificities; thaf is, o way of constructing
difference through o constellation of graphic signs. It
was also a way of hearing voices and rhythms, s is
shown in one of his first works, the Plenas Portfolio, which
he did with Raofael Tufifo in 1954, This portfolio is now
a classic of Puerto Rican culture. The coliabora-
fion between the two printmakers, their reciprocal
stimulation, created a zone of lefters and images in
which the meaning of the lyrics and their franslation to
image is expanded and enriched. The twelve linoleum
engravings celebrate the musical genre of the plenain
a complex effort to open the visual arfs to the sung
longuage and o tyrics in the popular idiom. The Plenas
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Porifolio, which also included an essay by Tomds
Blanco, is a scaffolding on which others have confinued
fo bulld. This graphic depiction of musical motifs s
analogous to the verbai hybridization achieved by Luis
Palés Matos in the fexfs that culminated in his
book Tunfin de pasa y griferia (1937). iIn a siudy titled
“lorenzo Homar v el arte contempordneo de Puerfo
Rico,” Marimar Benftez ably summarizes ifs significance:
“This Portfolic is the most authentic expression of the
foundations of the Centro de Arte Puerforriquesio:
collechve work, identification with the situation of our
people, and the use of graphics o reach a wider
cudience.” Anfonio Marfarell, in the essay cifed eartier,
sums up the cesthetics and the historical signfflcance
of the Portfolio while af the same fime underscoring its
dionysiac nafure: "The plenas of Homar and Tufifio
are music, gossip, fun, g bil of irreverence, satire,
condemnation, and celebration made rhythms and
fines, incision and high spints. Engraved in linoleum with
a line as sinucus as the rhythms they portray, the black
and white profites of these graphics began a road that
José Rosa would later widen in his drawings and sili
screens of masked dancers and irreverent saints” days,”

Everything Made by Hand

in more than one sense, we might say that Homar
has een the most literary of Puerto Rican graphic
arfists, And he communicated that passion for the
wrttten word fo his students. The poetic language might
be the letter fransformed into visual art, and into the
dlustration of books. In a country with a very limited
typographical and publishing tradition, Homar

Members of the Graphic Arts Workshop at the Institute of Puerto Rican
Culture, Left to right: José R, Alicea, Rafael Tufifio, José M. Figueroa,
Avilic Cajigas, Lorenzo Hemas, and Carlos Raquel Rivera,

San Juan, Puerto Rico, 1960.

Miembros del Taller de Artes Graficas det Instituto de Cultura
Puertorriguesia. De izquierda a derecha, José R. Alicea, Rafael Tufifio,
Jose M. Figueroa, Avilio Cajigas, Lorenzo Homar y
Carlos Raguel Rivera, San Juan, Puerto Rice, 1960,

dedicated himself with a goidsmith’s passion 1o rewriting
the quotaiions he had chosen and giving thern an aura,
fixing thelr beauty and value. In 1956, he dlustrated
Pedro Juan Scotfo’s book Spiks. In 1959 he did an
engraving in memory of the deaih of the poet Luis Palés
Matos; the work was published first, ke many of his
works, in the magazine of the Instituie of Puerio Rican
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Culture. In 19460, the Institute itself published the Poetry
Notebooks of Luis Lioréns Torres, beautifully llustrated by
Hormar, He did portraits of writers: René Marqués, César
Andreu Iglesics, Juan Ramadn Jiménez. His constant work
with fiterature culminated in three classics of poetry and
arf: the painstaking movement of the woodcut £/
uUricornio en la isla{The Unicorn on the Island); The large
pertrait of beloved post Julia de Burgos in 1969; and
Tres estrofos de amor para soprano (hree Stanzas of
Love for Soprano), the very beautiful portfolio published
by Galeria Colibsg in 1971, with fexts by Tomdas Blanco
and music by Pablo Casals.

Over and over, Homar sought inspiration in literary
fragrments, and he gave shine and sparkle to quotations
from Julia de Burgos, José de Diego, Pablo Neruda,
Franz Kafka, and José Herndndez’” Martin Fierro. For
Homar poefry was the printed lefter, ihe beautiful
“scripture” of a line, produced by craft, by hand: ¢
bridge toward the images that nourish the poerm. With
his skitt at the anclent arfs of engraving, typography,
and printing, he canonized, in o unigue way, the texfs
and images of Luis Lloréns Torres, Tornds Bianco, Ramaén
Emeterio Betances, tugenio Maria de Hostos, and,
above all, Pedro Alblzu Campos, in 1962, he did one of
his characteristic prints, in which the lefters themselves
shape the image; the quotation was from the "Amades
fext.” The letters come tfogether fo shape an image
with a guotation in Cataldn from fypographer Joon

Plebiscite, 1960, pen and graphite, 13" x 1467,

Published in Claridad, Year 11, no. 22, June, 1960,

[San Juan, Puerto Rico.]. Dr. Georg H. Fromm Collection.
See: Catalog of Works, No. 90,
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Amades —words that condense Homar's own concept
of the tradition:
Hom considera o xllografia com ia protohist_ra

de la impremia, | potser, per dirho millor, la impremia
constifuelx un perfeccionament de ia xilografic.

{ consider woodcuts fo be the profohistory of
printing. and vice versa —fo say it even betfer,
printing Is a perfecting of the woodout.

The Ilustrated Library

In this regard, we must stress Homar's friendship in
San Juan with Elmer Adier, the eminent printer and
publisher, founder and director of the Casa del Libro,
oid— and rare—book collector. In 1940 Adler had
founded Princefon University’s Graphic Arfs Collection,
and he had directed i untll 1952. When he retired, he
moved To Puerto Rico, where he continued the
bibliophile habifs he had developed In New York, where
he had been the editor of a magazine fitled The
Colophon and run a smalt but prestigious press, the
Pynson Printers, with offices in the New York Times
building. Hormar found in Adler a stimuiating and vastly
erudlite conversational partner, Adler was an example
and an object lesson for Puerfo R%Cdn graphics: the use
of alibrary o8 ¢ place for gamering experience. In the
freasures that Adler vary soon began adding 10 the
Casa del Libro, which still stands on Calle del Cristo In
Otd San Juan, Homar was able to study Rencissance
typography., which, in furn, had copied lsfters
discovered on ancient monuments unearthed in
Eurcpe. in the cafalogue of the exhibition in honor of
Homar fitled A Puerfo Rican Master of Calligraphy &
the Graphic Arfs, which was shown at Princeton in 1983,

Homar’s studio. Left to right: Tedfilo Batista, framer and gilder; Luis Abraham Ortiz,
cutting slate plate; and Homar, cleaning excess gold from a plaque, 1974,
Photo: Max Toro.

Taller de Lorenzo Homar. De izquierda a derecha: Tedfilo Batista, enmarcador y dorador;
Luis Abraham Ortiz, cortando sobre piedra pizarra y Homar limpiando el exceso de oro en
una larja, 1974. Foto: Max Toro.
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Date Roylance called viewers' attention fo that
influence —s0 welcomed by fhe arfist— and to an
apprenticeship in caliigraphy that was never to be
completed:

Cne of the most powerful influences on
Homar's style was his discovery of the historicaily vital
fradifion of Spanish catligraphy and penmanship,
which Hemar was to assimilate into his own work ofter
the artist began to frequent the Casa def Libro, then
sl led by Eimer Adler. The library of the Casa del Libro
confained not onfy many examples of the work of
such modern masters of calligraphy as Eric Gifl, Jan
van Krimpen and Hermann Zapf, but also examples of
the Spanish writing masters of the sixteenth and
sevenfeenth centuries. These early engraved Spanish
examples of flourishing ialics, arabesques and
fioriated monogrom letfers were o source of artistic
fascination fo Homar, and he found particular inspira-
fion in the work of one of Spain‘s rmost important
early calligraphers, Juan de Yeiar

Images of War

And indeed, Homar's letters are o constant explo-
ration of forms: angular and sudden In some cases: in
others, set within o mysterious penumbra. With thermn he
rendered exquisite homage fo figures such as José
Campeche, Bertrand Russell, Pedro Albizu Cdmpos,
Ramén Emeterio Betances, ond Segundo Ruiz Belvis,
and fo Puerte Rican abolitionist texfs. Simultaneously,
Homar broke the political rules with the virulence of
his caricotures. As though in explosions, with o very

expressionistic style that sometimes recalls the cruel
images of Max Beckmann or George Grosz, Homar
gave free rein to his satirical potential, which could be
fearsome, In 1970, Lo Escolera published a selection of
these caricatures in o truly memorable book, Aqui en
la lucha —a title that sums up the artistic and political
struggle of the Island’s artist class.! There. in its satirical
views of the sland’s leading political figures, ons can
seé@ Homar's carnivalesque vision of colenial politics,
his denunciation of the mind-boggling and perverse
aspects of politicians and bankers, and his sense of the
dlienating aspects of mass culture. One extraordinary
example s the 1969 drawing titted Los coroneies (The
Colonels), which presents the fascistic elements of Luis
Ferré’s administration (1968-1972).

in the infroduction to the volume, arfist José
Antonio Torres Martind wrote the following words: “The
genre {caricature) is a perfect fit for his strength of
characteriZzation, his genius for the biting and grotesaue,
his artistic skills, and his Ifelong humanistic concerns.”
Antonio Martorell, who shares this fendency toward
satfire, has shrewdly summarized the extreme lines of
Homar's poetics: "Humor and saiire served him as well
s solemnity and sacralization.”

Arcadio Digz Quifionas

' “Aqui en Ia Jucha” is a common phrase in Puerio Rice Ineaning “same
old, same oJd,” or “getting by,” but here given a very litera twist by Homas:
“Here in the Struggle.”
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