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“Symbols already had significance in this [East Los Angeles] community, and it 

made sense to create another set of symbols acknowledging the people’s commonality, 

the fact that they came from the same place and had a common culture. It seemed to me 

this could break down the divisions among these people, give them information, and 

change their environment. The murals have been clear forms of expression, reflecting the 

issues and needs as they see them. I think decorative murals are a waste of time in urban 

areas. They’re urban decoration. Band-Aids on cancer.” – Judith Baca1 

 

Introduction 

Born on September 20, 1946, to Mexican American parents, Judith Baca grew up in the 

predominately African and Mexican American neighborhood of Watts in Los Angeles. She was 

surrounded by a predominantly female household that included her mother, aunts, and 

grandmother, who deeply grounded her perspective on Chicano culture. Given her limited 

English, she felt isolated and found painting as a refuge during her elementary school years. “In 

elementary school, most of the Spanish-speaking kids were treated as if they were retarded and 

held back… [but] I see an issue, something I can care about, and then I go about finding 

solutions in a way I can as an artist.”2  

She would eventually complete her undergraduate and graduate degrees in Fine Art at 

Cal State Northridge, where she was exposed to modern abstract art. She gravitated towards 

public mural art, given that the medium was accessible to those she loved in contrast to museums 

or art galleries. She was inspired by the works of three highly prominent muralists, known as Los 

Tres Grandes (The Three Greats): Diego Rivera, Jose Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro 

Siqueiros. Baca went on to study for several years at La Tallera Siqueiros located in Cuernavaca, 

Mexico.   

 
1 Diane Neumaier, “Judy Baca: Our People Are The Internal Exiles,” Cultures in Contention (Seattle: Real Comet 

Press, 1985), 262. 
2 Neumaier, “Judy Baca,” 256. 
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As a self-identified Chicano woman, Baca was compelled to empower women of color 

and marginalized communities and create a platform through which disempowered, and 

oftentimes troubled youths could collaboratively create public murals for their communities. In 

1974, she founded the Social and Public Art Resource Center (SPARC), the first mural program 

in the City of Los Angeles, which produced over four hundred murals and employed thousands 

of community members. As Ping-Ann Addo notes, Baca “makes the connection between 

physical place and community as social space when she includes in her definition of 

community… the relationships of ethnic groups, the inter-relationships of social problems, and 

the question of who occupies a public space.”3 

Baca’s heritage and desire to reveal and reconcile the unspoken struggles of marginalized 

communities influenced the subject, materials, and overall meaning of her public mural artworks. 

She also impacted the Chicano movement and efforts to build a collaborative bridge connecting 

different ethnic, social, and economic communities for a more inclusive retelling of California’s 

cultural history. This paper shall examine this influence through three-panel sections of Baca’s 

project, The Great Wall of Los Angeles, specifically Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Division of 

the Barrios and Chavez Ravine, and Chinese Build the Railroad and Chinese Massacre of 1871. 

 

Public Murals 

 After the Mexican Civil War during the early twentieth century, Mexico sought political, 

social, and other egalitarian reforms of education and civil liberties. Artists like Rivera, Orozco, 

and Siqueiros were commissioned by Jose Vasconcelos (Mexico’s Secretary of Public 

Education) to paint large-scale murals depicting both Mexico’s indigenous history and their new 

 
3 Ping-Ann Addo, “Exhibiting Art, Eliding Community: Tongan Barkcloth, Identity, and Otherness in a Community 

Arts Project in California,” Pacific Arts 10, no. 2 (2010): 40. 
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national identity and consciousness through historical references like commoners battling the 

Spanish conquistadors. In the late 1920s and 1930s, the nationalistic imagery of Rivera, Orozco, 

and Siqueiros’s murals captured the imagination of the American public.4 These artists 

subsequently influenced Baca’s artworks like The Great Wall of Los Angeles, a “panoramic view 

of California history from the perspective of indigenous and immigrant groups… A major theme 

is the oppression of various ethnic groups whose contributions to California have been as 

profound as they have been ignored.”5 Public murals not only bring fine art outside the walls of 

museums, increasing accessibility, they also create a shared sense of memories and identity for a 

specific or multi-ethnic group by representing the duality of common past experiences. 

 

The Great Wall of Los Angeles 

 Retained by the United States Army Corps of Engineers in 1976, Baca embarked on the 

largest mural project located on the walls of a San Fernando Valley flood control channel. She 

envisioned a pictorial and inclusive history of Los Angeles that included and highlighted the role 

played by people of color, unlike how they have been excluded from our history books. The 

project took eight years to complete, spanned 2,754 feet wide and relied on the assistance of four 

hundred people, including Caucasian, Chicano, African American, and Asian American 

volunteers.  

Driven by the wall's cultural, environmental, and social impact on local communities, 

Baca organized the mural panels chronologically, beginning with prehistoric times and ending 

with the late 20th century. During this process she was advised by historians and was inspired by 

 
4 Anna Indych-López, “Mural Gambits: Mexican Muralism in the United States and the ‘Portable’ Fresco,” The Art 

Bulletin 89, no. 2 (2007): 287. 
5 Paul Von Blum, “New Visions, New Viewers, New Vehicles: Twentieth-Century Developments in North 

American Political Art,” Leonardo 26, no. 5 (1993): 464. 
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what she learned of the many obstacles people of color overcame to make meaningful 

contributions to our history. The project was massive, including fifty supervising artists, seventy-

five thousand hours of work, over two hundred and fifty teenagers, and seven hundred gallons of 

paint.6 Unlike other murals, The Great Wall of Los Angeles had a larger purpose than just the 

beautification of public space and sought to present our shared history of interracial struggle. 

“Multicultural youth teams that assisted in the production of the work and focused on the roots of 

racial conflicts were empowered to propose solutions both visually in wall imagery and in 

actuality through the establishment of interpersonal communications.”7 Through the multi-ethnic 

youth participation in its creation, as well as the inclusive retelling of Californian history, the 

mural transcends beyond a work of art for the community to one by the community.   

 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo  

 

 
Judith Baca (designed by Arnold Ramirez), Great Wall of Los Angeles. Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo 1848, 1976. 

10 feet tall by 2,754 feet wide. Tujunga Flood Control Channel, Valley Glen, Los Angeles, California. Sponsored by 

SPARC. Sparcinla.org. 

 

In the panel Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo 1848, designer Arnold Ramirez presents a 

scene that captures Mexico’s cessation of roughly half of its territory (about 529,000 acres, 

encompassing California, Nevada, Utah, Texas, and parts of Arizona, New Mexico, and 

 
6 David Conrad, “Community Murals as Democratic Art and Education,” Journal of Aesthetic Education 29, no. 1 

(1995): 100. 
7 Judith F. Baca, “World Wall: A Vision of the Future without Fear,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 14, no. 

2 (1994): 81. 
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Colorado) after the Mexican American War in return for guaranteed US citizenship and property 

rights for those living on such lands. Following the signing however, the United States failed to 

fulfill its obligations as stipulated by the treaty yet continued to reap substantial economic 

benefits such as the 1849 California Gold Rush. “Anglo settlers circumvented the terms of the 

treaty and ultimately denied Mexican Americans their legal claims. To do so, settlers intimidated 

Mexican American communities by employing racialized violence as a tool of terror.”8 Although 

many believed at the time that manifest destiny and its underlying entitlement justified the result, 

this would cause ongoing disputes and unrest for the Mexican community as American residents 

for many years and continues to this day.   

 Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo 1848 depicts the broken promises by the US government in 

the aftermath of the Treaty. The jagged mountain ranges and desert landscapes of the California 

frontier are seen on the left, while on the right, we are presented with smoothly textured rolling 

hills. Bisecting these landscapes are four human figures. In the foreground are two men on 

horseback, presumably vaqueros, facing in opposite directions. They are each holding on to a 

corner of the Treaty of Hidalgo, which has begun to tear as it is pulled in different directions. 

Behind them are the new arrivals to California: a white Pony Express rider on a grey horse and a 

migrating family in a covered wagon.  The Pony Express rider carries a mail bag and is dressed 

in a blue rolled-up button-down shirt with a brown vest, red neckerchief, and cowboy hat. His 

facial expression indicates concern, while his horse looks determined to head westward. 

Immediately to the right of the postal carrier is a covered wagon, driven by a dark-complexioned 

woman dressed in a blue-colored gown with a dark red neckerchief, looking westward with a 

stern facial expression. The wagon carries several other dark-complexioned figures, presumably 

 
8 Andrea Lepage, “The Great Wall of Los Angeles: Bridging Divides and Mitigating Cultural Erasure,” The Latin 

Americanist 61, no. 3 (September 2017): 374. 
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the woman’s family. The arrival of settlers in their wagon precipitates the land boom depicted to 

their right. In this scene, five toy-like figures of red-colored Indians and blue-colored cowboys 

battle for land. The Indian figures have their taut bows aimed toward the cowboys, while the 

cowboys have rifles aimed at the Indians. There is one fallen cowboy figure. Between the figures 

is a sign that reads "Land Boom," indicating the forceful seizure of land from Indigenous 

Californians by settlers backed by the United States government.  

The fortunes generated by these land grabs is illustrated by a long train carrying many 

containers of oranges. Citrus became a driving force behind Southern California’s economic 

development, creating great wealth for many of the settlers to the region following California’s 

annexation. The train is heading towards the viewer in the lower right corner while its rear 

containers wrap like a serpentine towards the top middle of the panel, eventually disappearing 

into the bright blue skies, indicating the natural resources and crops of these western lands.    

 

 

Division of the Barrios & Chavez Ravine 

 

 
Judith Baca, Great Wall of Los Angeles. Division of the Barrios and Chavez Ravine, 1976. 10 feet tall by 2,754 feet 

wide. Tujunga Flood Control Channel, Valley Glen, Los Angeles, California. Sponsored by SPARC. Sparcinla.org. 

 

 

Whereas the panel Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo represents the broken promises of the 

United States during the mid-nineteenth century, the panel Division of the Barrios and Chavez 
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Ravine represents the ongoing challenges including diaspora of Mexican American communities 

during the mid-twentieth century, one hundred years later. In this panel, Baca presents a mix of 

different scenes that depict the events surrounding the seizure of land owned by Mexican 

Americans in Chavez Canyon by the city of Los Angeles in the 1950s. Under the American 

Housing Act of 1949, the land in Chavez Canyon, historically a Mexican American and Chicano 

neighborhood, was designated for redevelopment. Like the unfair exchange of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo, Chicanos living near Chavez Ravine were promised residency within the 

proposed high-rise public housing project. Many Chicanos agreed to the relocation, but some 

resisted, and their land was seized by the city through eminent domain and the residents were 

forcefully removed by Los Angeles County Sheriffs. In 1953 however, the planned development 

was abandoned. New freeways were built and much of the land was sold substantially under 

market prices to the Los Angeles Dodgers baseball team to build a new stadium.  

 On the left side of the panel, a Chicano family is separated by two miniaturized freeways 

which wrap around the father and younger son on one side and the mother, daughter, and elder 

son on the other.  The concrete pylons which support the raised freeway are crushing the roofs of 

the houses below. The image is an explicit illustration of the way freeways separate families and 

communities when they are built through (predominantly) low-income or minority 

neighborhoods. There is a sense of anger rendered on the faces of all the family members, except 

for the father, who has a look of concern and hopelessness.  

On the right side of the panel a Chicano woman in a dark red colored dress, with a proud 

and defiant look on her face, raises her fists in the air, while she is carried off by a grimacing 

white police officer. Hovering above both scenes, Dodger Stadium shines yellow stadium lights 

towards the sky and white, water-like beams from the side and below the stadium, illuminating 
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the separated family and the struggling woman, indicating the direct consequences of eminent 

domain.   

Atop the mountain to the stadium’s right is a miniature-sized silhouette of a woman 

reaching and leaning towards Dodger Stadium, reflecting the many Chicano women who 

actively opposed the forced removal of their families and destruction of their homes. Taken as a 

whole, Division of the Barrios and Chavez Ravine “memorializes the people, their homes, and 

their resistance effort—all aspects of the story of Dodger Stadium that had been erased from a 

public narrative tied to the most “American” of activities, baseball.”9 

 
 

Chinese Built the Railroad and Chinese Massacre of 1871 

 

 
Judith Baca, Great Wall of Los Angeles. Chinese Built the Railroad and Chinese Massacre of 1871, 1976. 10 feet 

tall by 2,754 feet wide. Tujunga Flood Control Channel, Valley Glen, Los Angeles, California. Sponsored by 

SPARC. Sparcinla.org. 

 

 

 While The Great Wall of Los Angeles portrays the histories of Mexican Americans and 

Chicanos, it also includes the histories and contributions of other minority and marginalized 

groups like that of African Americans and Asian Americans. An example are the panels titled 

Chinese Built the Railroad and Chinese Massacre of 1871, both designed by Gary Tokumoto. 

The Chinese Built the Railroad illustrates the critical yet marginalized role of Chinese 

immigrants in constructing the Central Pacific portion of the transcontinental railroad, which 

 
9 Lepage, “The Great Wall of Los Angeles,” 376. 
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connected the eastern United States to the western regions to support economic expansion and 

growth. Building the railroad through the Sierra Nevada mountains involved an enormous 

amount of difficult and dangerous manual labor. In an absence of white workers, contractors 

looked to Chinese emigrants to solve the labor issues. This resulted in Chinese workers doing 

most of the work to build the railroad across the Sierras and Nevada.  But despite their 

significant contributions, Chinese laborers have often been downplayed in textbooks, relegated 

to minor footnotes in the history of the western United States.      

 The Chinese Built the Railroad is split into two discrete scenes. On the left is a shirtless 

Chinese man, wearing a conical (rice) hat and his hair bound in a long queue braid. The muscular 

yet undernourished laborer is shown with a large stone hammer in his right hand, raised to strike 

the sharp metal chisel held in his left hand. He stands in front of wooden posts and a masonry 

wall, implying the stones he chisels out from the tunnel will be used to construct the enormous 

retaining wall.  His face is turned to the left with his steely eyes determinedly glaring into the 

distance, the effort of the backbreaking work revealed in his grimace. On the right-hand side of 

the panel steam locomotive pulls boxcars full of goods and is traveling towards the viewer's 

right-hand side. In the dark grey smoke, the locomotive emits, two white-colored faces with 

horrified expressions symbolize the many deaths that occurred during the railroad's construction.   

 In the adjacent Chinese Massacre of 1871 panel, Tokumoto depicts the 1871 Los Angeles 

Chinese massacre in which a conflict between two rival Chinese tongs resulted in the accidental 

killing of a white rancher. After word of the death spread, a riot ensued in which hundreds of 

white and Hispanic citizens attacked the Chinese residents of Los Angeles’s Old Chinatown 

neighborhood. Nineteen Chinese men were killed, 15 of whom were lynched by the mob. 

Tokumoto situates the scene on a dark red background, with two Chinese male figures on the 
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left, dressed in black with colorful head wraps, standing confidently and looking towards the 

events of the Chinese Built the Railroad, in acknowledgement of the role of Chinese laborers at 

the time. To the right of the workers, the massacre unfolds as five Chinese men, seemingly going 

about their business, are targeted by the mob. Two of the men have been shot and are collapsing 

to the ground, while the three remaining react to the violence with shock and fear, as seen by the 

frightened and concerned looks in their eyes and body positions. “The mob, roughly estimated to 

have numbered at least 500, dragged Asian men and boys through the streets of Los Angeles and 

beat them, kicked them, stabbed them, shot them, and hanged them. They made no attempt to 

distinguish between the tong killers and ordinary Chinese civilians.”10 

 

Conclusion 

Baca's The Great Wall of Los Angeles is not only the largest public mural in the world but 

is also an inclusionary re-articulation of the critical role that people of color - often marginalized 

- played in who we, as Californians, are today. “The Great Wall of Los Angeles makes the case 

that people of color have been instrumental in constructing the nation’s infrastructure, cultivating 

its food, and defending it during wartime, but systematically pushed out of the grand narrative of 

the nation’s formation.”11 It serves as a reminder of our collective pasts as we think about our 

present and future, creating a greater sense of commonality with a shared perspective and 

meaning with greater empathy. As Baca stated, the “process itself is important in creating 

support for the project and knitting different people together in a common purpose… This 

 
10 Scott Zesch, “Chinese Los Angeles in 1870-1871: The Makings of a Massacre,” Southern California Quarterly 

90, no. 2 (2008): 139. 
11 Lepage, “The Great Wall of Los Angeles,” 363. 
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approach multiplies the power that you have by taking the best of other people and putting it all 

together in one thing.”12 

Today, the funding of public art like murals continues to undergo scrutiny given the 

controversial and more inclusive version of our history, leading to decreased support by local 

politicians over time. Although some would argue against its contemporary value, “it is also one 

of the most important sites for revealing and confronting issues of the past or the present to a 

wide public audience.”13 Baca's authentic and non-utopian articulation of our intersecting 

cultures and history has demonstrated the connection between telling the history and making 

history through community activism. Her process for challenging traditional historical narratives 

through public art may serve as a blueprint for our classrooms and how we teach our collective 

history.  

 
12 Mark Mattern, “John Dewey, Art and Public Life,” The Journal of Politic 61, no. 1 (1999): 68. 
13 George Sanchez, “Working at the Crossroads: American Studies for the 21st Century: Presidential Address to the 

American Studies Association, November 9, 2001,” American Quarterly 54, no. 1 (2002): 13. 
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