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OPENING RECEPTION & ANNUAL WINTER PARTY: FRIDAY, MARCH 20, 6 - 9 PM 
 
GALLERY ONE  
 
Martín Ramírez (1895 – 1963): Silent Dialogue 
 

Born in 1895 in rural Jalisco, Mexico, Martín Ramírez spent the last three decades of his life 
confined in California state psychiatric institutions, diagnosed with schizophrenia and largely cut off 
from his family and community. Within this enforced isolation he developed a visual language that is 
at once stubbornly private and insistently communicative, built from arches, colonnades, riders, boats, 
and lone human figures who appear suspended in intricate fields of line. The works in this exhibition 
turn that language into a sustained, nearly wordless conversation between enclosure and passage, 
stillness and movement, internal memory and the outside world. 

 
Ramírez’s biography has often been told as a story of silence: a non-English-speaking migrant 

laborer, displaced by the Mexican Revolution and economic hardship, who crossed the border in the 
1920s, found work on American railroads and in mines, and later fell into a state of withdrawal that led 
to his institutionalization. He spent decades in crowded wards where his access to materials was 
limited to what he could collect and repurpose—hospital forms, paper bags, brown wrapping paper—
pasted together with improvised glues into larger supports. On these humble grounds he built highly 
structured compositions whose precision belies the conditions of their making: a disciplined, almost 
architectural draftsmanship that organizes psychic experience into corridors, stages, and avenues. If 
Ramírez was “silent” in institutional records, the drawings insist that silence does not mean the 
absence of dialogue; it can be a different register of address, one that unfolds through repetition, 
rhythm, and the pressure of the hand. 

 
If Silent Dialogue names the biographical paradox of an artist who spoke little and drew 

incessantly, it also describes the inner structure of his images. Ramírez’s vocabulary of arches, 
tunnels, and colonnades forms a kind of visual prosody: a sequence of repeated, slightly shifting units 
that read like phrases in a continuous, unvoiced exchange. These architectures rarely function as 
neutral backdrops; they are charged spaces that both invite and obstruct passage, echoing the 
experience of confinement within institutional corridors and wards. Repeated bands and vaults curve 
toward and away from the viewer, compressing perspective until inside and outside seem to occupy 
the same plane. In that oscillation between approach and withdrawal, Ramírez stages a dialogue 
between the desire to move outward and the reality of being held in place. 

 
Equally central is his sustained engagement with the human figure—men and women who are 

often frontal, iconic, and tightly framed by pattern. These figures sit, stand, or ride, but they rarely 
interact with one another; their primary counterpart is the patterned field that surrounds and contains 
them. Women appear as devotional, quasi-saintly presences or as intimate, domestic archetypes, 
their bodies set off by graphic halos, niches, or stage-like proscenia that simultaneously honor and 
constrict them. Male figures, by contrast, can seem overlaid or even fused with their environments, 
their clothing and the surrounding patterns rendered in the same insistent marks, hinting at the 
erosion of individuality within institutional life. Across these variations, the figure is never purely 
descriptive; it is a site where subjectivity and structure meet, where inner life must negotiate the 
enclosing logics of pattern, architecture, and regime. 
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Movement threads through this world in the form of implied journeys. Boats, riders, and 
remembered infrastructures of transit—trains, tracks, tunnels, canals—articulate a second axis of 
Ramírez’s work: the tension between migration and stasis. Having himself crossed borders and 
labored on railroads, he returns obsessively to motifs that suggest guided passage through narrow 
channels, whether carved into earth or lined by built structures. These vehicles of transit rarely read 
as unambiguously free; they move along predetermined paths, their mobility circumscribed by banks, 
walls, and tracks. Yet they carry with them the memory of another life—of ranches, roads, and 
landscapes far from the hospital—which surfaces in forms of stylized caballeros and fantastical 
steeds. The “dialogue” in these images is temporal as much as spatial: a back-and-forth between 
past and present, homeland and institution, rendered in the language of routes and riders. 

 
Ramírez’s material improvisations intensify these thematic concerns. Working with scrap 

papers glued into larger formats and with a limited range of graphite, tempera, and later colored 
pencil and gouache, he transforms scarcity into a generative constraint. Seams between joined 
sheets become structural beats in the composition, marking intervals the way pauses punctuate 
speech. Dense parallel hatching, concentric curves, and optical striping create a sense of vibration, 
as if the drawings themselves were humming at a low frequency just below the threshold of audibility. 
This insistently handmade surface pulls viewers into an intimate proximity, inviting a kind of close 
looking that mirrors the artist’s own repetitive, meditative labor. The silence here is not empty; it is 
thick with the residue of accumulated gestures. 

 
Over time, interpretations of Ramírez’s work have shifted away from reductive narratives of 

“schizophrenic art” toward a more layered understanding grounded in migration, devotion, labor, and 
the politics of confinement. Silent Dialogue participates in this reframing by foregrounding how his 
motifs—architectural frameworks, isolated figures, vehicles of transit, and vibrating patterns—
interlock to form a complex meditation on what it means to inhabit the world from within imposed 
limits. Rather than treating his imagery as raw symptom or purely private vision, the exhibition 
emphasizes its structural intelligence: the way repetition becomes a strategy for thinking through 
space, memory, and identity. 
 

Today Ramírez’s work is held in major public collections, including The Museum of Modern 
Art, the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, the Smithsonian American Art Museum, the American 
Folk Art Museum, the Milwaukee Art Museum, the High Museum of Art in Atlanta, the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art, and other museums in the United States and abroad. His work has been the subject 
of pivotal exhibitions, among them the 2007 retrospective at the American Folk Art Museum, 
subsequent shows such as Martín Ramírez: The Last Works (2008), Martín Ramírez: His Life in 
Pictures, Another Interpretation (2017). and a comprehensive survey at the Museo Reina Sofía in 
Madrid (2010) that further cemented his place within twentieth-century art. In 2015, the United States 
Postal Service issued a series of five Forever stamps featuring motifs from his drawings, sending his 
imagery into daily circulation and acknowledging both his status as a modern master and the 
broader histories of migration and visibility his work evokes. 


