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About the Patterns

In the first pages of my thesis you’ve seen a pattern coming together as 
you continued through the introductory pages. While the patterns you’ll 
see in the rest of my thesis won’t be that deconstructed, you’ll see that 
they are often layered with text and other patterns. All of this layering 
reflects the thoughts, ideas, and observations I was having simultaneously
prior to and while writing my thesis.

These patterns are my best attempt at visualizing my thoughts in 
conjunction with the written word.  Each pattern will have an explanation
close by along with images of where inspiration for the pattern came from
to give more context to the reader. I hope you enjoy.
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Abstract

I wanted to research Puerto Rican graphic design/ers because of a
personal desire to find resonance with part of my heritage and values
in the field of graphic design. In this thesis, I take the time to share 
how I see design, justice and advocacy, and identity development 
through the concept of transnationalism interwoven in Nuyorican 
graphic design.

I was able to visit Hunter College’s Center for Puerto Rican Studies,
Taller Boricua, and El Museo del Barrio to investigate the history of the
Nuyorican Movement as well as see works made by Nuyorican artists 
and designers.
 
This process has helped me learn more about my family’s history, grow
in my own ethnic identity development, and contribute to the expanding
canon of graphic design.
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Introduction

In later pages of this thesis, you’ll see me talk about my desire to 
know who I am as the desire to be reflected in the people around
me. That’s something I’ve always wanted: to know that I’m not 
alone, that there are other people in the world like me. Finding others
I identify with helps me to make sense of myself. It’s like connecting
with someone who has the same thought as you when you believed
you were the only person who’d thought it.

As I’ve gone through VCFA’s program, I’ve been exposed to many 
wonderful, talented designers. Yet in Nuyorican graphic design, I’ve 
found a unique resonance and reflection I haven’t found elsewhere. 
Sometimes we just have to seek the things that are unique as we are.

As the canon of graphic design expands, more research is conducted,
and unknown designers and movements are shared, I hope that more
people find the resonance and relfection that I have.
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Nuyorican

A person of Puerto Rican person who lives in New York City.
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PART

ONE



The first tim
e I rem

em
ber n

ot w
an

tin
g anyon

e to kn
ow

 
w

h
ere I w

as from
, I w

as in
 m

iddle sch
ool. W

hile I had b
een

 
at the sam

e private, upper-m
iddle-class school for a year, 

I had just m
oved to th

e m
iddle sch

ool bu
ildin

g
, w

hich w
as 

surroun
ded by bigger houses than I’d ever been aroun

d, 
let alon

e been in
side con

sisten
tly.

I rem
em

b
er ridin

g th
e bus to this n

ew
 bu

ildin
g

, w
atchin

g all
the houses go by, an

d thin
kin

g, “W
hat am

 I doin
g here? W

hat
is this place?” I didn

’t thin
k I belon

ged there. N
ow

 I un
derstan

d
it w

as then that I began feelin
g the n

eed to blen
d in

. It didn
’t 

h
elp w

h
en

, in
 later years, m

y sch
ool w

ou
ld organ

ize service 
projects to m

y hom
etow

n because that’s w
here people in

 
n

eed w
ere.

To be fair, there are people in
 n

eed in
 m

y hom
etow

n
. A

bout 
a quarter of the residen

ts are in
 poverty. W

e also have a 
failin

g pub
lic sch

ool system
 (w

hich is w
hy m

y paren
ts sen

t 
m

e elsew
here). B

ut m
y tow

n is econ
om

ically diverse. Yes, 
th

ere are people in
 n

eed, bu
t th

ere are also som
e fam

ilies, 
like m

in
e, that m

an
age to sen

d their children
 to private 

sch
ools. W

hat I n
ow

 realized b
oth

ered m
e w

as that th
ose 

service projects w
ere the on

ly w
ay m

y school in
teracted 

w
ith m

y hom
etow

n
. It felt so un

com
fortable to be from

 m
y 

hom
etow

n
, go to a school outside of it, then com

e back to 
help it w

ith people w
ho didn

’t kn
ow

 anythin
g about it. 

It felt patron
izin

g.
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A
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This pattern w
as inspired by m

y hom
etow

n: 
Paterson, N

ew
 Jersey.

Investigating Paterson’s vernacular w
as one 

of the first projects I really sunk m
y teeth 

into at V
C

FA
.

The pattern w
as m

ade from
 tracing the gap 

betw
een the slats in Im

age 1 and the
gate to the store in Im

age 2.

A
fter playing w

ith these lines for a bit, I 
decided I liked the com

plexity and am
biguity 

of the intersecting lines. 

I think they retain the grated, barrier quality 
of the gate in Im

age 2 w
hich is a com

m
on 

sight in Paterson.

 Im
age 1  

 Im
age 2     



The Nuyorican movement is a small, mostly unknown literary,
artistic, and design movement. Scholarship written on the 
movement chronicles it as taking place primarily in the 1970s
in the El Barrio, East Harlem, and Loisaida communities of 
New York City, though the exact dates are a little fuzzy. For
the purposes of this thesis, we’ll use the dates provided by art 
historian, independent curator, and scholar of the Nuyorican 
movement, Yasmin Ramirez: 1964 to 1984.

Occurring toward the end of the United States’ first civil 
rights movement, the Nuyorican movement gave voice to the
struggles of Puerto Rican people in New York City. The 
movement provided them with a way to cry out about injustice
while simultaneously asserting their dignity.

The founders of the movement knew how difficult it was to 
break into mainstream art and design institutions. They 
knew that the work created in their communities would 
largely not be seen as appropriate for those institutions. So, 
they decided to create their own avenues to be seen. If the 
larger art world would not give them a seat at the table, they 
would going to make their own.

And make their own they did. Community-led spaces like 
the Nuyorican Poets Cafe, Taller Boricua, El Museo del 
Barrio, and others established and provided creative spaces 
for the community.

In particular, Taller Boricua’s print shop took inspiration 
from an important institution in Puerto Rico’s design history:
the Division of Community Education/División de Educación
de la Comunidad (DIVEDCO) and contributed to Puerto Rico’s
bright history of poster-making, specifically silk-screen or 
serigraph printing.

The Smithsonian National Museum of American History 
details the purpose of DIVEDCO:

The Puerto Rican Division of Community Education 
[DIVEDCO] provided resources primarily for the island’s poor 
and rural residents. Created in 1949, it employed community 
leaders, artists, and writers to develop programs and 
cultural works that addressed many of the issues and 
concerns of the Puerto Rican community.1

In a short film written and directed by Taller Boricua’s 
Executive Director Marcos Dimas, Taller Boricua’s 
connection to DIVEDCO was described this way:

“The Puerto Rican Division of Community Education 
[DIVEDCO] provided resources primarily for the island’s poor 
and rural residents. Created in 1949, it employed community 
leaders, artists, and writers to develop programs and cultural 
works that addressed many of the issues and concerns of the 
Puerto Rican community.” 1

“Poster art maintained a strong stance in popularity in 
Puerto Rico from the period of the 1940s through the 1960s. 
By incorporating their talent to the service of social and 
educational advancement, artists fulfilled a creative and 
collective nationalistic need. 

Poster art, graphic work, and silkscreen printmaking was used 
to announce festivals, plays, films, exhibitions. Working for 
the Division of Community Education, island artists also used 
the mediums for fine art work and for the service of political 
advocacy. Following in that tradition, from its inception, Taller 
Boricua has maintained a graphic printmaking workshop. 

Fa
m

ily
 H

ist
or

y
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This pattern is traced from Image
3, a flier for a play that would appear
at the Nuyorican Poets Cafe.

The Nuyorican Poets Cafe held 
open mic nights, plays, and other 
community events for the Puerto 
Rican community in New York 
City and anyone else who wanted 
to attend.

 Image 3     
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Taller Boricua | Art for All 
(short film) can be found 
on Youtube by searching 
the title.



The poster above was to Puerto
Rican people considering 
moving to the mainland. The 
largest titles on the poster 
translate to “Do I stay or do I 
go” (Me voy o me quedo) and 
“The week of the Immigrant” 
(Semana del Emigrante).

 Image 4 

El Taller’s political, cultural agenda was to realize itself primarily
through its silk-screen and photography workshops, producing 
silkscreen posters and photographs for such political groups as
El Comité and The Young Lords. The photographs were 
documents, political messages, and images speaking of power to 
the people. The silkscreen works were animated and energized 
in the expressionist tradition of the graphic art produced by the 
Mexican artists serving the Mexican revolution.

In 1969 Taller Boricua joined the struggle of the underclass. The 
outcry was, “Enough injustice!”, “Enough abuse!”, “Víva Puerto 
Rico Libre!”, “Víva la Comunidad Libre!”, “Power to the People!”2

Fa
m

ily
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Founders of Taller 
Boricua:
Marcos Dimas
Adrian Garcia 
Manuel Otero 
Armando Soto  
Martin Rubio

Marcos Dimas

Founder of El Museo 
del Barrio: 
Raphael Montañez Otero

Marcos Dimas, Jorge 
Soto Sanchez, and others

Nitza Tufiño (center)
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 Image 5  

 Image 6  

 Image 7  

 Image 8  

Founders of the 
Nuyorican Poets Cafe:
Miguel Algarin
Richard August
Shorty Bon Bon
Jorge Brandon
Diane Burns
Americo Casiano
Lucky Cienfuegos
Sandra Maria Esteves
Eddie Figueroa
Meredith Genin (aka
Belle Starr)
Lois Elaine Griffith
Tato Laviera
Miguel Loperena
Jesus Papoleto Melendez
Jose Parreño
Rev. Pedro Pietri
Miguel Piñero
Bimbo Rivas
Raul Santiago Sebazco
Ntozake Shange

Nuyorican Movement

8

 Image 9  

 Image   10

Miguel Algarin

Sandra Maria Esteves



I returned to m
y hom

etow
n for high school and m

y situation 
becam

e even m
ore com

plicated.
 O

nce again I w
as around people w

ho w
ere from

 the sam
e place I

w
as, but since I’d spent the past four years learning and adapting 

to a com
pletely different environm

ent, I felt lost, I felt like an 
outsider. W

hat’s struck m
e as I’ve gotten older is the fact that 

this transition is one I’ve gone through m
ultiple tim

es in m
y life: 

first during m
iddle and high school, then during m

y college and 
professional life.

A
fter high school, I attended a private C

hristian college, w
here

I w
as again surrounded by m

any upper-class and upper-m
iddle-

class students in a predom
inantly w

hite com
m

unity, but after 
graduating I returned to m

y hom
etow

n for w
ork. This cycle keeps

repeating itself, though I’m
 not sure w

hy or how
.

It does seem
 to m

irror the duality that is present in m
y life. O

ver
the years, I’ve realized I am

 m
ildly obsessed w

ith duality. M
y 

upbringing and now
 adulthood cycling betw

een  econom
ic statuses

has created a duality in m
e. M

y ethnicity, being half M
exican 

and half Puerto R
ican, is a duality I w

as born w
ith. W

hat’s also
layered about m

y ethnic identity is that I look ethnically 
am

biguous as I’ve been m
istaken for half Black and half w

hite, 
Italian, and half w

hite and half Puerto R
ican, and told I could pass 

for Lebanese. N
obody guesses M

exican. People’s perceptions of 
m

e vary w
idely.

But before we dive into Taller Boricua and the struggles of the
underclass, I think it’s important to understand what brought
Puerto Rican people to New York City in the first place.

The Nuyorican Movement took form around the same time 
that the word Nuyorican was created. Nuyorican was to 
describe Puerto Rican people who lived in New York City. It’s a 
portmanteau of the terms New York and Puerto Rican. Other 
forms of this include Neorican and Neoyorquino/Neoyorquina.

The connotation of Nuyorican at its inception was not 
positive, which author and poet Nancy Mercado explains in 
her piece “On Being Nuyorican” that she wrote for Hunter 
College’s CENTRO (Center for Puerto Rican Studies): 

“Initially, the term Nuyorican, came about as an insult on 
mainland Puerto Ricans by island Puerto Ricans. It was 
meant to offend–whic— it did, for a while, at least.3

Yasmin Ramirez also chronicles the term and its derivatives 
in her dissertation, “Nuyorican Vanguards, Political Actions,
Poetic Visions: A History of Puerto Rican Artists in New York,
1964-1984.” She adds context to Mercado’s explanation: 

Puerto Ricans who mixed English and Spa-nish were called 
Neo-Ricans, a derisive term meaning that
the so-called subject has a rudimentary or neophyte com-
prehension of Puerto Rican language and customs and is,
therefore, not genuinely Puerto Rican.4

A number of people on the island saw moving to the mainland
as a kind of selling out, as if the individuals moving to the 
mainland were siding with the oppressor (the United States) 
instead of their own people. To some, staying on the island 
meant trying to resist the influence of the United States.

However, I think this was a harsh position to take considering
the conditions under which people were leaving the island. 
Economic life on the island had begun to falter during the Great
Depression. Puerto Rico’s economy pre-1940s was primarily 
plantation based. The primary  employment opportunities 
came from coffee, tobacco, and sugarcane farming, but there
weren’t enough jobs to sustain everyone there. Hit hard by 
the Great Depression the Puerto Rico saw high rates of 
unemployment and a lower ability to sell the foodstuffs and 
products that plantation owners sold previously.5 

“Initially, the term Nuyorican, came about as an insult on 
mainland Puerto Ricans by island Puerto Ricans. It was meant 
to offend–which it did, for a while, at least.” 3

“Puerto Ricans who mixed English and Spanish were called 
Neo-Ricans, a derisive term meaning that the so-called 
subject has a rudimentary or neophyte comprehension of the 
Puerto Rican language and customs and is, therefore, not 
genuinely Puerto Rican.” 4
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y
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I chose to use m
y hair as the 

inspiration for the pattern 
representing of this part of m

y story.

I’ve noticed that m
y hair is the 

thing that people com
m

ent on 
m

ost w
hen it com

es to their
rationale behind w

hy they think
I am

 a certain race or ethnicity. 

D
epending on w

hether I’ve decided 
to straighten m

y hair or styled m
y

natural texture, I can predict fairly 
accurately how

 I w
ill be perceived.

A
uthor’s Story
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 Im
age 11

Puerto Rican History

In New York City, the 
Young Lords acted as an
activist organization 
that brought at tention to
civil rights issues 
af fecting Puerto Ricans 
in NYC.

El Comite-MINP (Movi-
miento de Izquierda 
Nacional Puertoriqueño) 
was a socialist movment
amongst working-class 
Puerto Rican people in New
York City seeking to bet ter 
their living conditions

Nuyorican 
(new-yo-ree-can)

Neo-Rican
(knee-o-ree-can)

Neoyorquino/a
(knee-o-your-keen-o/ah

CENTRO, The Center 
for Puerto Rican Studies 
at Hunter College, is the 
largest university-based 
research institute, library, 
and archive dedicated to 
the Puerto Rican 
experience in the U.S.

Yasmin Ramirez is an art
worker, curator, and writer
based in New York City. 
She holds a Ph.D. in Art 
History from the City 
University of New York’s 
Graduate Center.

Nancy Mercado is a poet,
editor, educator and 
recipient of the American 
Book Award for Lifetime 
Achievement. She holds a 
Ph.D. from Binghamton 
University, SUNY and is 
currently teaches as an 
Associate  Professor in 
New York City.

This is an image from the collection 
created by Jack Delano for the FSA 
(Farm Security Administration).

The inspiration for this pattern
comes from the roof of the structure 
behind the couple pictured.
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 Image 12  



I w
ou

ld
 n

ot
 b

e 
he

re
, i

n 
N

ew
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rs
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, w
ith
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y 
gr

an
dm

ot
he

r. 
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co
un

t h
er

 a
s t

he
 re

as
on

 b
ec

au
se
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lth

ou
gh

 h
er

 h
us

ba
nd
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as

 
th
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on
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ho
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ov
ed
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ni
te
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at
es
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rs
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sh
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w

ho
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f t
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ily
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M
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gr
an

dm
ot

he
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M
ar

ia
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er
es

a 
Sa

nt
ia

go
, m

et
 M

od
es

to
 M

el
en

de
z

in
 19

54
 w

hi
le

 h
e 

w
as

 v
isi

tin
g 

hi
s m

ot
he

r i
n 

Pu
er

to
 R

ico
. T

he
y 

so
on

 
go

t m
ar

rie
d 

an
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 w
he

n 
he

 w
en

t b
ac

k 
to

 th
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St
at

es
, h

e 
se

nt
 fo

r h
er

to
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m
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liv
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w
ith

 h
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 fe

w
 w

ee
ks

 la
te
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Th
ey

 m
ov

ed
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to
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 h
ot

el
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ac

ke
ns
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ew
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rs

ey
, w

he
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 h
e 

w
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 a
lre
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y 

liv
in

g,
 a

nd
 th

en
 to

 a
n 

ap
ar

tm
en

t i
n 

th
e 

sa
m

e 
to

w
n 

a 
lit

tle
 w

hi
le

 la
te

r. 
M

od
es

to
 h

ad
 m

ov
ed

 to
 th

e 
St

at
es

 so
m

et
im

e
pr

io
r w

ith
 a

 co
up

le
 o

f h
is 

br
ot

he
rs

 in
 se

ar
ch

 o
f t

he
 A

m
er

ica
n 

D
re

am
: a

 b
et

te
r l

ife
.

M
y 

gr
an

dm
ot

he
r’s

 fi
rs

t j
ob

 w
as

 p
ut

tin
g 

to
ge

th
er

 p
en

s i
n 

a 
fa

ct
or

y.
 S

he
 q

ui
ck

ly
 g

ot
 b

or
ed

 w
ith

 th
at

 a
nd

 m
ov

ed
 o

n 
to

 a
 jo

b 
m

ak
in

g 
en

ve
lo

pe
s f

or
 a

 c
om

pa
ny

 c
al

le
d 

Te
ns

io
n 

En
ve

lo
pe

s.
 

Th
en

 sh
e 

be
ca

m
e 

a 
pi

ec
ew

or
k 

se
am

st
re

ss
. S

he
 h

ad
 m

y 
fa

th
er

, 
M

ik
e,

 ju
st

 b
ef

or
e 

st
ar

tin
g 

as
 a

 se
am

st
re

ss
.

I d
id

n’
t h

ea
r m

uc
h 

ab
ou

t t
he

se
 jo

bs
 a

s I
 w

as
 g

ro
w

in
g 

up
. T

he
 jo

b
I a

lw
ay

s h
ea

rd
 p

eo
pl

e 
ta

lk
 a

bo
ut

 w
as

 h
er

 jo
b 

as
 a

 co
ur

t b
ai

lif
f. 

It 
w

as
n’

t a
ny

th
in

g 
sh

e’
d 

pl
an

ne
d 

on
; t

he
 fa

ct
or

y 
w

he
re

 sh
e 

ha
d

be
en

 w
or

ki
ng

 a
t a

s a
 se

am
st

re
ss

 w
as

 m
ov

in
g,

 a
nd

 a
s s

he
 w

as
 

lo
ok

in
g 

fo
r n

ew
 w

or
k.

 H
er

 fi
rs

t j
ob

 a
t t

he
 c

ou
rt

ho
us

e 
in

 
H

ac
ke

ns
ac

k 
w

as
 a

s a
 tr

an
sl

at
or

. W
he

n 
I w

as
 ta

lk
in

g 
w

ith
 m

y 

gr
an

dm
ot

he
r a

bo
ut

 th
is,

 I 
la

ug
he

d 
w

he
n 

sh
e 

sa
id

 th
at

, a
t t

he
 

tim
e,

 sh
e 

di
dn

’t 
sp

ea
k 

en
ou

gh
 E

ng
lis

h 
fo

r t
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 jo
b.

 A
pp

ar
en

tly
 th

e
pr

os
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ut
or

 th
at

 h
ire

d 
he

r s
ai

d 
th

at
 it

 w
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 fi
ne

, t
ha

t t
he

y’
d 

he
lp

 
ea

ch
 o

th
er

 o
ut

, fi
lli

ng
 in

 e
ac

h 
ot

he
r’s

 b
la

nk
s.

 S
o,

 sh
e 

w
as

 h
ire

d.

O
ve

r t
he

 co
ur

se
 o

f w
or

ki
ng

 a
t t

he
 co

ur
th

ou
se

, m
y 

gr
an

dm
ot

he
r 

m
ad

e 
fr

ie
nd

s w
ith

 so
m

e 
of

 th
e 

fe
m

al
e 

sh
er

iff
 o

ffi
ce

rs
. T

ha
t’s

 
ho

w
 sh

e 
go

t t
o 

be
co

m
e 

a 
ba

ili
ff

 in
 th

e 
di

st
ric

t c
ou

rt
. T

he
 

co
ur

tr
oo

m
 sh

e 
w

or
ke

d 
in

 h
ea

rd
 S

pe
ci

al
 C

iv
il 

Ca
se

s (
tr

af
fic

 cl
ai

m
s,

sm
al
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la

im
s,

 la
nd

ow
ne

r a
nd

 te
na

nt
 c

as
es

, a
nd

 sm
al

l c
ha

rg
es

 
fo

r b
ai

l h
ea

rin
gs

). 
Sh

e 
co

nt
in

ue
d 

to
 in

te
rp

re
t t

he
re

 a
s w

el
l. 

Sh
e 

di
dn
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Jack and Irene Delano, beloved photographers and designers
on the island who immigrated to Puerto Rico from Ukraine 
and the United States respectively, documented this struggle
from 1935 to 1944. At the behest of the Farm Security 
Administration (FSA), both traveled throughout Puerto Rico 
photographing and documenting the hardship that  farmers 
and those unemployed faced.6

In an effort to turn the economic tides, a program named
Operation Bootstrap was instituted by Puerto Rican Governor
Luis Muñoz Marín. Operation Bootstrap, an economic 
development and modernization program, incentivized the 
development of industrial factories in Puerto Rico, which 
closely bonded Puerto Rico’s and the United States’ economies
in the 1940s.7 As a result, Puerto Rico transitioned from its 
plantation economy, to an import-export, industrial economy.8

Tax exemptions were also provided to US companies, which 
quickly began to set up factories in Puerto Rico, further changing
the physical and metaphorical landscape of the island.9 

If industry and factory work was coming to the island, then 
surely people on the island could go to where industry and 
factories already were in order to meet economic opportunity
where it was. In this postwar era, some Puerto Ricans thought
to take advantage of their American citizenship and see how 
they could change their circumstances by going to the main-
land for work.

As a result of this economic shift, from the late 1940s to 1970,
a mass internal immigration took place from Puerto Rico to
the mainland. The Library of Congress documents this 
movement in its presentation, “Immigration and Relocation
in U.S. History”:

After the end of the Second World War, however, Puerto Ri-
can migration increased dramatically. In 1945, there had been 
13,000 Puerto Ricans in New York City; in 1946 there were 
more than 50,000. Over the next decade, 
more than 25,000 Puerto Ricans would come to the conti-
nental U.S. each year, peaking in 1953, when more  than 
69,000 came. By 1955, nearly 700,000 Puerto Ricans had
arrived. By the mid-1960s, more than a million had.

There were a number of reasons for this sudden influx. The 
continuing depression in Puerto Rico made many Puerto 
Ricans eager for a fresh start, and U.S. factory owners and 
employment agencies had begun recruiting heavily on the 
island. In addition, the postwar years saw
the return home of thousands of Puerto Rican war vet-
erans, whose service in the U.S. military had shown them 
the world. But perhaps the most significant cause was the 
sudden availability of affordable air travel. After centuries of 
immigration by boat, the Puerto Rican migration became the 
The combination of economic struggle and affordable airfare
to the mainland made conditions ripe for this mass 
migration.12 But it also left Puerto Rican people who moved to 
the mainland in some unpredictable, unsafe circumstances.

They were seen as a new, cheap workforce eager for opportunity
and regular predatory practices were used to bring them to the 

 Image 16 

 Image 17

“After the end of the Second World War, however, Puerto Rican
migration increased dramatically. In 1945, there had been 13,000 
Puerto Ricans in New York City; in 1946 there were more than 
50,000. Over the next decade, more than 25,000 Puerto Ricans 
would come to the continental U.S. each year, peaking in 1953, 
when more  than 69,000 came. By 1955, nearly 700,000 Puerto 
Ricans had arrived. By the mid-1960s, more than a million had.

There were a number of reasons for this sudden influx. The 
continuing depression in Puerto Rico made many Puerto Ricans 
eager for a fresh start, and U.S. factory owners and employment 
agencies had begun recruiting heavily on the island. In addition, 
the postwar years saw the return home of thousands of Puerto 
Rican war veterans, whose service in the U.S. military had shown 
them the world. But perhaps the most significant cause was the 
sudden availability of affordable air travel. After centuries of 
immigration by boat, the Puerto Rican migration became the 
first great airborne migration in U.S. history.” 10
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Luis Muñoz Marín was 
the first elected governor 
of Puerto Rico. He was 
integral to transitioning 
Puerto Rico to a 
commonwealth territory 
of the United States

From 1927–1955 Jack and
Irene Delano (and Edwin 
and Louise Rosskam) 
worked for the FSA and the 
Office of War Information 
(OWI) depicting the Great 
Depression in the U.S.

12
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I used to think (and occasionally still do) that other people’s perce-
ptions of m

e reflected on m
e in som

e w
ay. Som

ehow
 they m

eant 
som

ething for m
e. W

hat, I had no idea, but I often felt as if I w
ere

m
issing a joke I w

as supposed to be in  on, or not m
easuring up to 

som
e invisible standard other people thought I should m

eet. 

I used to struggle m
ore w

ith how
 to m

ove through spaces 
because I didn’t know

, or w
as keenly aw

are of, how
 people 

perceived m
e, and thought I either had to play into that or play 

out of that. I w
as —

 and still am
, to som

e extent —
 looking for 

w
here I w

ill see m
yself reflected in the experiences of others in 

the w
orld.

I chose the above im
ages as inspi-

ration for this pattern because 
they represent the different spaces 
I’ve inhabited in m

y life: m
y high 

school and m
y alm

a m
ater.

The speckles of this pattern com
e 

from
 m

y sw
eater in the low

er 
picture and the lines are taken 
from

 m
y dress.

 Im
ages 18-19 
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Photograph of sugar cane 
workers by Jack Delano for 
the FSA.

14

Jorge Soto Sánchez 
(1947–1987) was an artist, 
designer,and educator as 
well as a well respected 
member of Taller Boricua.

This image advertises a play
that was to open at the 
Nuyorican Poets Cafe titled 
“Meeting Lillie.”

I found the negative white 
spaces created by the photo-
copy of the woman’s face 
intriguing and decided to use 
them to create this pattern.

 Image 20

 Image 22

mainland,13 including false promises and inhumane working 
conditions.14 A parallel can be made to how Mexican migrant 
workers are treated in contemporary America.

It is under these circumstances that Puerto Ricans who
emigrated to the mainland created diasporic culture. Though
Puerto Rico is technically part of the United States, on the 
island there is still the question of whether first-, second-, or
later-generation immigrants to the mainland will be seen as 
“authentically” Puerto Rican or not. During the time of Taller 
Boricua, the creation of the term Nuyorican showed discord 
on this topic.

However, I agree with the leaders of the Nuyorican movement 
who believed the Nuyorican or Puerto Rican identity couldn’t 
be “taken away” by not speaking Spanish or living on the island. 
It was the spirit within someone that connected them to the 
Nuyorican and Puerto Rican spirit. Ramirez alludes to this: 

Unapologetic about mixing Spanish and English in their 
verses the Nuyorican p̀ oets embraced their bicultural/bilin-
gual heritage while maintaining a critical posture toward the 
social conditions that brought their bilingual expressions 
into being…As the content of the literature indicates, using 
English is a sign of being here, not necessarily of likin
Jorge Soto Sánchez, an integral person to the Nuyorican 
movement, was careful to remember this in how he thought 
about the movement as well. “He was skeptical of the 
profusion of alias identities that the Nuyorican poets had 
invented or inspired in the 1970s. What purpose did these 
labels serve? In whose name were they being coined?” 16

A term that encapsulates what Soto Sánchez and Nuyorican 
poets were getting at is transnationalism. I came across 
this term in a journal article titled “Aesthetics of exile: The 
construction of the Nuyorican identity in the art of El Taller 
Boricua” by Taína B. Caragol-Barreto. During my research, 
I visited CEntrO at Hunter College a few times. This article, 
and nearly all of the documents I quote in this thesis, are from
my time there. CEntrO keeps an extensive amount of 

“Unapologetic about mixing Spanish and English in their verses 
the Nuyorican poets embraced their bi-cultural/bilingual 
heritage while maintaining a critical posture toward the social 
conditions that brought their bilingual expressions into being…
As the content of the literature indicates, using English is a sign 
of being here, not necessarily of liking it here or of belonging.”15

Transnationalsim is the 
broad concept and area of 
study concerning people who 
migrate to different parts of 
the world and continue to 
retain the identity markers 
from their place of origin 
while developing an identity 
in their new context. 
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I becam
e painfully aw

are of this desire to see m
yself reflected in

the w
orld around m

e three years ago. I w
as in the m

idst of a 
rocky church situation, in w

hich I w
as advocating for justice in 

our com
m

unity. I w
as tired of the underlying assum

ptions and 
biased beliefs I could pick up on through, the language used and,
m

ore obviously, through actions. I w
as tired of being in a place, 

w
here the people w

ould not confront them
selves or the history 

of our country in a substantial w
ay. I w

as tired of their lack
of self-exam

ination holding m
e back. 

The experiences I’ve had throughout m
y life gave m

e a unique 
perspective on our situation but the pastors w

ith w
hom

 I shared
these experiences didn’t validate them

, particularly those 
outside of their purview

. I w
as m

et w
ith disbelief. N

ot disbelief 
in the sense of shock or surprise, but disbelief in the sense that 
they couldn’t fathom

 or und erstand m
y life experience and 

therefore couldn’t believe it as authentic or true.

The effect this had on m
e w

as that it, in som
e w

ays, alienated 
m

e from
 m

yself. W
hen I shared m

yself and m
y experiences and

they could not be validated, w
ere not reflected by the individuals

around m
e, I couldn’t recognize m

yself in anyone —
 and therefore

couldn’t recognize m
yself at all.

I think this in
-betw

een, outsider, lim
inal space that I w

as in w
ould 

be fam
iliar to those w

ho consider them
selves N

uyorican. B
eing 

caught betw
een tw

o w
orlds is an asset, but also difficult. The 

N
uyorican M

ovem
ent, particularly N

uyorican graphic design,and
I share a sim

ilar lim
inal space. W

e are concerned w
ith design, 

justice and advocacy, and identity developm
ent. O

ur com
m

on 
ground, coupled w

ith the m
ovem

ent’s offering of a m
irror by w

hich
to see m

yself represented as a Puerto R
ican person w

ho grew
 up 

on the m
ainland, is w

hy I haven’t been able to get this m
ovem

ent
out of m

y head for the past tw
o years.

documentation on the history of Puerto Rico and Puerto 
Rican people, particularly those who live in New York City and 
the nearby areas.

As the title says, Caragol-Barreto’s article compares aspects 
of Nuyorican identity with art from some of the artists at 
Taller Boricua. While I was reading, the following paragraph
stuck out to me:

The international mobility of people in constant transit from 
their
home countries to the world economic centers and “cosmop-
olis” (to borrow Walter Minolo’s term) has rendered territo-
rially bou-
nded definitions of national identity less significant. Nation-
al
identity is just one among a variety new identities that are 
consti-
tuted by multiple cultural exchanges that inevitably take 
place in a hybrid context constantly in the making. The 
opposition bet-
ween globalization, with its homogenizing effects on the 
cultural
landscape, and transnationalism, an idealistic project of 
harmonious multicultural global conviviality, are new ele-
ments taken into account by Puerto Rican artists on the Isla

I know, it’s a challenging read. Caragol-Barreto actually 
summarizes her ideas above in a more straightforward way
just before this long chunk. She wrote that the artists 

“mended their fragmented history, reconstituting the broken 
pieces of the culture left behind and integrating them into 
the present of the diasporic experience.” 18

What does that mean for Nuyorican graphic design? It 
means that Nuyorican graphic design visualizes Puerto 
Rican transnationalism.

Amidst this struggle to define Puerto Rican identity, the 
term Nuyorican continued to grow in popularity and usage. 
It began to transform from a term of derision to one of pride, 
carving out an identity that, while fully connected to being 
Puerto Rican, added the unique aspects of being a Puerto 
Rican in New York City.

“The international mobility of people in constant transit from
their home countries to the world economic centers and 

“cosmo-polis” (to borrow Walter Minolo’s term) has rendered 
territorially bounded definitions of national identity less 
significant. National identity is just one among a variety new 
identities that are constituted by multiple cultural exchanges 
that inevitably take place  in a hybrid  context constantly in the 
making. The opposition between globalization, with its 
homogenizing effects on the cultural landscape, and trans-
nationalism, an idealistic project of  harmonious multicultural
global conviviality, are new elements taken  into account by 
Puerto Rican artists on the Island and the mainland who deal
with the subject of identity. Ironically this contradiction 
between globalization and transnationalism has rendered 
identity a more elusive concept, and at the same time made it 
an ever more interesting and much needed one for believers 
of multiculturalism.” 17

Fa
m

ily
 H

ist
or

y

A
uthor’s Story

Taller Boricua Nuyorican Movement Nuyorican Graphic DesignPuerto Rican History

Liminal
occupying a position 
at, or on both sides of, a 
boundary or threshold

A
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I am
 pictured above w

ith m
y

friend Iris w
ho I m

et and 
becam

e close w
ith in the m

idst 
of the rocky church situation I 
reference here.

Iris has had great im
pact on m

y 
life so I chose this photo of us at 
her birthday party as inspiration 
for this pattern.

15

 Im
age 23
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PART

TWO



I w
ent to the city on a Saturday to see w

hat w
ould happen. 

I had been trying to connect w
ith som

eone at El M
useo del 

B
arrio and El Taller B

oricua but couldn’t get anyone on the 
phone. So, I decided to go in person. I thought, “M

aybe I’ll m
eet 

som
eone there and som

ething w
ill happen. M

aybe I w
on’t, 

but at least I’ll get to visit. I can’t w
rite m

y w
hole thesis on 

som
ething that’s so close and not say I w

ent at least once.”

M
y first stop w

as El M
useo because I had to reserve a tim

ed 
ticket. I received m

y pin to identify m
e as a guest, and after I 

w
alked through the exhibit, I asked the tw

o guys at the front 
desk if there any curators w

ere around. O
ne of them

 w
ent aw

ay,
cam

e back, and told m
e that none of them

 w
ere there —

understandable for a Saturday. I w
asn’t expecting m

uch, but I 
w

anted to m
ake m

y presence know
n. H

e told m
e that I should 

try calling. The curators are very, very busy, and it m
ight take 

a w
hile to get through. I thanked him

 for his help, then left.
 That w

as all right. N
othing m

ore than I expected, and I got to 
take in a great exhibit. So off I w

ent to Taller B
oricua. A

s it 
w

as only a few
 blocks aw

ay, I w
alked. It w

as rainy and a little

bit gloom
y, but I felt peaceful and happy, quiet and hopeful. 

W
hen I w

alked into El Taller, I w
as surprised. I don’t know

 w
hat 

I w
as expecting it to look or sound like, but I hadn’t im

agined it 
w

ould look like a school …or like an apartm
ent com

plex…or 
som

ething in the m
iddle. K

ids w
ere pouring out of it, seem

ingly 
just com

ing out of a class. I w
ent in and got directions at the 

front desk, signed in, and w
ent to the gallery space.

 There w
as a m

an at a desk m
inding the exhibition space of 

print-m
ade w

orks from
 C

uban artists; interestingly, El M
useo’s 

exhibition also featured a C
uban artist. I m

eandered around. 
Printm

aking has alw
ays been one of m

y favorite m
edium

s of art.
The colors w

ere so vibrant, the w
ork am

azing: the exhibit 
show

cased a variety of serigraph, w
ood-cut, and linocut pieces.

 A
fter I w

alked through the galleries, I m
ade it back to the place

w
here I m

et the m
an m

inding the gallery space. I asked him
 if 

he knew
 w

hether I could speak to a curator regarding the show
.

H
e looked a little confused, and I explained that I w

as a grad 
student and w

anted to learn m
ore about the show

 and El Taller
itself. H

e told m
e that N

itza Tufiño, one of the curators, w
asn’t 

there that day, but if I w
rote dow

n m
y nam

e, em
ail address, 

and phone num
ber, she w

ould get back to m
e. H

e w
ould m

ake 
sure that she got m

y info. So I did. I scrounged in m
y bag, 

rippedout a little piece of notebook paper and w
rote m

y nam
e, 

em
ail address, and phone num

ber on it. Then he told m
e to 

also w
rite m

y info dow
n in the guest book in the gallery space

just off to the side of him
. So I w

alked over and did that too.

I w
alked out the w

ay I cam
e in and didn’t even m

ake it half a 
block aw

ay w
hen I got a call from

 a num
ber I didn’t know

. I 
norm

ally don’t answ
er those, but I decided to do it in case it w

as
som

ething im
portant. I had a feeling it could be the guy from

 
the gallery. I answ

ered and it w
as! H

e said, “H
ey, you just left, 

but N
itza just w

alked in. D
o you w

ant to com
e back and talk

w
ith her in her office? It’s on the second floor.” I said, “O

h, great!
Yeah, I’ll com

e right back. I’m
 not far.”

I couldn’t believe it. I’m
 w

ould get to speak to N
itza Tufiño, 

daughter of R
afael Tufiño, an im

portant artist in the life of 
Taller B

oricua. 

So I re-entered El Taller. M
y friend, the gallery m

inder, told m
e

w
hat floor and office num

ber to look for. I found it and m
et 

som
eone along the w

ay w
ho w

as also going to the sam
e office

space. She w
as a friend of N

itza’s and let m
e in.

N
itza w

as in the m
iddle of a phone call, so I w

aited. O
nce the 

call w
as over and N

itza had greeted her friend, she started 
clearing a place for m

e to sit dow
n so w

e could talk. 

She told m
e a little bit about Taller B

oricua: The print shop is still
functioning, and the staff teach classes. Taller B

oricua is involved
w

ith other tallers, or w
orkshops, across the country and is part

of an organization that affiliates them
. She show

ed m
e som

e 
w

onderful prints from
 an exhibition that happened not long 

before. She w
as so w

elcom
ing and kind and invited m

e to com
e

back to speak w
ith som

e of the printm
akers.

A
fter about 45 m

inutes, it seem
ed like w

e’d gotten to the end 
of our tim

e together. N
itza had to go help som

eone, and I 
w

anted to be respectful of her tim
e. She resides in N

ew
 Jersey 

and had just arrived in East H
arlem

 around 2 p.m
. I am

 fam
iliar

w
ith that trek, and I w

as not on the itinerary for the day! She 
gave m

e her card w
ith her contact inform

ation, then a hug and
a kiss on the cheek, and I left.

I felt elated. I’d put m
yself out on a lim

b, and it paid off. 
Intuition had delivered a w

onderful experience.
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Rafael Tufiño (1922–2008)
was an influential Puerto 
Rican painter and 
printmaker and father to 
Nitza Tufiño.

21

 Image 25
I took inspiration for this pattern
from

 m
y fam

ily. I am
 pictured 

here w
ith m

y brother, and tw
o of 

m
y cousins.

These cousins are on m
y m

om
’s

side of the fam
ily w

hich I received 
m

y M
exican heritage from

.

N
itza Tufino is also half M

exican
and half Puerto R

ican. H
er m

other 
is M

exican and father is Puerto 
R

ican, the sam
e as m

y parents.

 Im
age 24



Marcos Dimas / Taller 
Boricua’s Logo

There is little scholarship surrounding the Nuyorican 
movement. Most of what is written focuses on the movement 
as a literary movement and an art movement, each of which 
capture different aspects of the Nuyorican movement — but
not as a design movement. Puerto Rico has a rich design 
heritage, and it was brought to New York City by the Puerto
Rican diaspora. Nuyorican graphic design taking inspiration
from DIVEDCO speaks to the presence of Puerto Rico’s design
history and heritage in the Nuyorican movement. 

What I particularly enjoy about Nuyorican graphic design 
is that it reaches back further into history than DIVEDCO in 
order to reclaim and give validation and honor to the design 
aspects of Puerto Rico that were contributed by Taino and
African cultures. In her dissertation, Yasmin Ramirez quotes
artist Marcos Dimas: “As a gesture of solidarity and union, 
we adapted and personalized Taino images, which became 
our insignias that symbolically linked us with our ancestral 
root culture.”19

 
Ramirez goes on to share how Dimas incorporated Taino and 
African imagery into his personal logo:

Marcos Dimas’s personal insignia exemplifies the Afro-
Taino aesthetic that defined the workshop’s (Taller Boricua) 
ethos. The logo depicts a seated tiny anthropomorphic figure 
holding a
triangular Taino artifact known as a cemi. The creature 
bears some resemblance to the Puerto Rican form called the 
coqui and
sprouts a large leafed plant from its head. The plant leaves 
are
stamped with Taino symbols and Puerto Rican icons, such 
as the
nationalist flag of Lares, and Afro-Caribbean musical 
instru-ments like the pandereta drum and maracas. 
Puerto Ricans in New York City used Nuyorican graphic
design to assert, according to Yasmin Ramirez’s 
dissertation, “that though they were raised in New York and
spoke English, their hearts and hands were guided by a 
Puerto Rican consciousness…21

The Creators of the Nuyorican movement asserted this 
consciousness when they reclaimed the word Nuyorican and
explaining the term Nuyorican provides a window into the 
context to the environment that Nuyorican graphic design is 
birthed in. Nuyorican graphic design reflected that Puerto 
Rican people living in New York City and the surrounding 
areas were largely unaccepted wherever they were: rejected 
in Puerto Rico and fighting for dignity on the mainland while
working to create a better life for themselves.
 
There is some similarity in the struggles faced by African 
and Taino people and Nuyorican individuals: the oppression, 
the unacceptance, the battle for dignity. Nuyoricans can see 
that this is the great struggle their people have consistently 
faced, and it hasn’t changed just because they live in a 
different place. Those who chose to make art or design their
career path knew that fact and that their aesthetic, for the
most part, would not be validated by established institutions.

Marcos Dimas’s personal insignia exemplifies the Afro-Taino 
aesthetic that defined the workshop’s (Taller Boricua) ethos. 
The logo depicts a seated tiny anthropomorphic figure holding 
a triangular Taino artifact known as a cemi (Image 30). The 
creature bears some resemblance to the Puerto Rican form called
the coqui and sprouts a large leafed plant from its head. The 
plant leaves are stamped with Taino symbols and Puerto Rican 
icons, such as the nationalist flag of Lares, and Afro-Caribbean 
musical instruments like the pandereta drum and maracas 
(Illustration 54). Dimas’s insignia became the Taller Boricua 
logo in the mid-1970s and appears on all of the workshop’s 
paraphernalia, e.g., letterhead, posters, and invitations.”20
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Inspiration for this pattern came 
from the two posters on the right 
created by Jorge Soto Sánchez 
and Fernando Salicrup. 

They are part of a series titled 
Proletarian Portfolio, created for 
Hunter College.

Image 31 depicts Santiago 
Andrades and Image 32 depicts 
Juan Vilar, radical Puerto Rican 
labor leaders.
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To understand the identity that Nuyorican graphic design 
was aiming to create, we first need to talk about the name
Taller Boricua. When translated to English, Taller Boricua 
becomes “The Puerto Rican Workshop.” But isn’t Puerto 
Rico Spanish? How can a Spanish word (Boricua) be
translated into another Spanish word (Puerto Rico) that’s 
also considered to be a translation to English? Just writing 
that confused me.
  
The answer is yes, Puerto Rico is a Spanish word, and it’s 
also an English one because it’s the name of a place (just like 
San Antonio and Los Angeles are Spanish words, but also 
how those cities are known to the English-speaking world). 
Technically, if we weren’t referring to the island of Puerto
Rico, puerto rico translates to “rich port” in English. 

Puerto Rico was not the name of the island prior to its
colonization in 1493, though.22 The island went through a 
couple name changes between 1493 and 1521. 

Originally, the island was called Boriken (or Borinquen, 
boricua being the name of a person from Boriken) by the
indigenous people living on the island: the Taíno. Boriken 
means “the great land of the valiant and noble Lord” or “land
of the great lords”.23 Boriken was then renamed San Juan 
Bautista (St. John the Baptist) by Columbus in 1493, then 
finally changed to its current name, Puerto Rico, in 1521.24

As usual, they were excluded, relegated to being outsiders. 
How were they to make a career out of this profession when 
the field would not see them as valuable contributors?
 
But this would not stand. Art and design leaders within the
community chose to respond by creating their own 
metaphorical tables at which they could share their work and
ideas. While several places were created to meet the need for 
a community among outsiders, one place in particular stood 
out to me for being home to Nuyorican graphic design: 
Taller Boricua.
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This pattern was created from
the counterforms of the
handmade type on this poster. 

Many posters made by Taller 
Boricua were created by hand, 
including the type, which 
resulted in one of a kind type 
treatments for each poster.
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Taller Boricua
(ty-err  bo-ree-qua)

Boriken
(bo-ree-ken)

Borinquen
(bo-reen-ken)



The founders of Taller Boricua could have easily called it 
Taller Puertorriqueno or Taller Puerto Rico or any other of 
a number of names that referred to Puerto Rico as Puerto 
Rico. But they didn’t. While using taller, a fairly common 
Spanish word, was no big deal, choosing the word Boricua 
held deep significance.

Boricua, the name of the island that the indigenous Taíno 
people gave to it. Boricua, the name of the island before 
Spanish or American influence. Boricua, a group of people 
who were enslaved and taken advantage of and shared 
that struggle with the African people brought to the island. 
This is who and what Taller Boricua chose to identify 
with, represent, and to serve: the outsider, the oppressed.

Mercado writes to the same ef fect, saying, “In actuality, 
being Nuyorican was a way of survival on the mainland. 
It was an elected identity, a way of self-determination and 
empowerment."25 She also goes on to write that  “… like 
African Americans who transformed the insult ‘Black,’ into 
a description of beauty and power, so did Puerto Ricans 
from the mainland transform the insult: ‘Nuyorican.’26

The term was transformed and embraced, particularly by
the poets leading the movement at the time, Miguel Algarín
and Miguel Piñero. Ramirez shares Algarín’s views on the 
term Nuyorican:

In “Nuyorican Language,” Algarin defines the term Nuyo-
rican in several ways: it is an “alternative” name for New
York Puerto Ricans, the name of the language that Nuyori-
cans speak, and the name of the school of bilingual poetry 
that Algarín and the poets in the anthology represent.”27

Ramirez further describes the birth of the term:

“The self-proclaimed Nuyorican poets were the first 
organized group of mainland-born writers to challenge 
language-based constructions of Puerto Rican identity
that excluded English-dominant Puerto Ricans from
being considered members of the patria (the mother-land). 
Poets Miguel Algarín and Miguel Piñero coined the term 
Nuyo-rican  in the early 1970s af ter returning from a visit to 
Puerto Rico. According to Algarín, he and Piñero overheard 
someone refer to them as Neo-Ricans, and they decided to 
invent a new name for themselves drawn from the slurs 
and slang terms that New York born Puerto Ricans were 
subject to.”28

The bilingualism of the movement is constantly present in
Nuyorican graphic design. The posters I investigated at El
Museo del Barrio were in English, Spanish, or both. There 
was no either-or. Each language was welcomed and present.

Bilingualism is an integral part of the movement because, 
as Ramirez points out, this was the first movement that 
“challenged language-based constructions of Puerto Rican 
identity.”29 and it points again to what Mercado shares 
about the Nuyorican identity being a survival mechanism 
for Puerto Rican people living on the mainland.30 If both
languages were accepted in this community, then people  
could be welcomed and find a place of belonging instead  of 

“The self-proclaimed Nuyorican poets were the first organized 
group of mainland-born writers to challenge language-based 
constructions of Puerto Rican identity that excluded English-
dominant Puerto Ricans from being considered members of 
the patria (the motherland). Poets Miguel Algarín and Miguel 
Piñero coined the term Nuyorican  in the early 1970s after 
returning from a visit to Puerto Rico. According to Algarín, he 
and Piñero overheard someone refer to them as Neo-Ricans, 
and they decided to invent a new name for themselves drawn 
from the slurs and slang terms that New York born Puerto 
Ricans were subject to.”28

“In ‘Nuyorican Language,’ Algarin defines the term Nuyorican
in several ways: it is an “alternative” name for New York 
Puerto Ricans, the name of the language that Nuyoricans 
speak, and the name of the school of bilingual poetry that 
Algarín and the poets in the anthology represent.”27
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 Image 30

Poem by Jose-Angel 
Figueroa, a Nuyorican poet, 

essayist, and educator

Taíno
(ty-ee-no)

The Taíno were a peaceful 
indigenous people who lived 
primarily in the Caribbean. 
Their territory encompassed
present day Cuba, Jamaica, 
Dominican Republic, Haiti, 
Puerto Rico, Bahamas and 
Virgin Islands.



yet another place where they were outcasts. The 
transnational identity of Nuyorican people now included 
people who spoke Spanish, English, or a mixture of both.

Born out of this new transnational identity, which is a staple
of Nuyorican graphic design, was bend toward the outsider, 
toward seeking justice for them. Valuing the outsider is an
integral part of the work because it is almost always the 
motivation behind the work: present the struggle, the pain, 
and advocate for something better for the outsider.

The name Taller Boricua was chosen to represent who and 
what the founders wanted it to be. The purpose of this place 
was to be an environment that fostered people who were 
and are creative, strong, and who contend with oppression. 
Taller Boricua would be a place where the people of  East 
Harlem and the Puerto Rican community in New York City 
could see themselves represented in the work that  they 
looked at — a place that would pay special attention to and 
give opportunities to their community.

To give a proper introduction to Taller Boricua, I thought 
I’d allow it to introduce itself in its own words. The website 
shares Taller Boricua’s history: 

With this intention, Taller Boricua became a foundational 
institution for the creation and life of the Nuyorican Movement
and Nuyorican graphic design. It was a one-stop-shop for all 
things Nuyorican art and design in the 1970s.

Taller Boricua was founded in 1969 by artists Marcos Dimas,
Adrian Garcia, Manuel Otero, Armando Soto, and Martin 
Rubio. In 1970 it was incorporated as the Puerto Rican Workshop
Inc. — a 501(c) non-profit arts organization.

The Puerto Rican Workshop has been instrumental with East 
Harlem’s “El Barrio” community’s cultural and long-standing 
social well-being.

Taller Boricua’s mission statement describes its purpose “to
establish a cultural and educational center for the Puerto 
Rican community in New York City and enhance the “aesthetic,
cultural, historical, political, and economic experience of 
Puerto Ricans in New York.” Taller Boricua began as an artist
collective to disseminate art throughout traditionally under-
served communities; the group held guerilla outdoor exhibits 
and curated exhibitions and cultural events involving music, 
poetry, and the visual arts around New York City. As an early 
collaborator within the Nuyorican poetry and art movement, 
Taller Boricua continues to be a catalyst for traditional and new
perspectives and an experimental multicultural forum for the 
evolutionary arts.

Now 51 years later, Taller Boricua continues drawing attention 
and relevancy to artists who are unrepresented and marginal-
ized by the dominant cultural gatekeepers of our times. 

Its historic, artistic engagement with the Young Lords Party, 
which once were headquartered neighbors on the same city block,
infused the inspiration that gave rise to the socially political, 
cultural, and poetic Nuyorican movement.31
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 Image 31

Poem by Jose-Angel 
Figueroa, a Nuyorican poet, 

essayist, and educator



Ramirez explains the ethos of Taller Boricua in her 2005 
dissertation, expounding on the founders’ artistic beliefs:

They [the founders of Taller Boricua] shared common 
beliefs concerning the social purposes of art and the
importance of developing a recognizable Puerto Rican
aesthetic. The young artists were dedicated to deve-loping 
a visual language that reflected the heritages of Puerto 
Rico’s oppressed peoples, the indigenous Tainos who once 
called the island Borinquen and the enslaved Africans…
We wanted to forge a symbolic link with our ancestral 
culture by adopting personalized Taino symbols, gestures 
of unity and solidarity.’”32

The word Boricua had been reclaimed and repurposed for
this movement. Besides the social implications, it also stood
for the kind of visual language the founders envisioned, one 
that would center the images and aesthetic of the oppressed 
people on the islands (Puerto Rico and New York City) as well
as the blended identity they were creating for themselves on 
the island of Manhattan. This idea of creating work centered 
around oppressed peoples and the development of a new
identity permeates all facets of Nuyorican graphic design.

Before we move on, I have one somewhat tangential note 
regarding Taller Boricua’s statement referencing artists 
only, rather than artists and designers:

In Puerto Rico and among the Nuyorican artistic community
at the time, the delineation between artist and designer had
not come yet. It is unclear even today whether or not Taller 
Boricua makes such a distinction, though today artists and  
designers differentiate themselves in Puerto Rico. In the 
1970s, artists and designers were of ten interchangeable and
employed to accomplish similar work at Taller Boricua.

Graphic artists specialized in graphic work, but as you’ll see,
many of the posters and images are handmade and could  be
considered works of art. However, their composition, hand 
lettering, and typographic treatments bring them into the
graphic design realm. The works you will see are, in my eyes,
examples of graphic design because, although the makers 
may be seen as artists, the intent behind their creations was
in service to a cause, meant to communicate that cause’s 
message to a large, public audience.

As I mentioned earlier, Taller Boricua was inspired by
DIVEDCO (one valuable distinction to recognize, however, is
that DIVEDCO was state sponsored while Taller Boricua 
was not). Ramirez discusses their connection in her disser-
tation: “Taller Boricua operated much like DIVEDCO in 
Puerto Rico. The artists created posters for community 
events and political rallies and held free printmaking 
workshops and art classes for the public.”33 Though both 
DIVEDCO and Taller Boricua provided art and design 
services to their respective communities, Taller Boricua’s 
process was more grassroots because it was not connected 
to the state. 

“They [the founders of Taller Boricua] shared common beliefs
concerning the social purposes of art and the importance 
of developing a recognizable Puerto Rican aesthetic. The
young artists were dedicated to developing a visual lang-
uage that reflected the heritages of Puerto Rico’s oppressed 
peoples, the indigenous Tainos who once called the island 
Borinquen and the enslaved Africans…We wanted to forge a 
symbolic link with our ancestral culture by adopting per-
sonalized Taíno symbols, gestures of unity and solidarity.’”32
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 Images 32-35

Posters created by DIVEDCO 
found at the Smithsonian

Online Virtual Archives (SOVA).



“One typical day a member of the Puerto Rican Independence
Party or other political group would come by [Taller Boricua]
and salute us with a ‘como está compañero’ [how are you,
brother?] and say ‘By the way we need a poster for a march.’”34

Taller Boricua had set its intention of contending with 
oppression, and its posters, like the ones the Puerto Rican
Independence Party asked for, were essential contributions
to the community’s advocacy and justice work. After all, 
the struggles that Puerto Rican people faced when they 
arrived in New York City not trivial.

Puerto Ricans who moved from the island to the mainland 
had to hit the ground running. Navigating delinquent 
landlords, redlining, racism, improper pay, deceitful hiring 
practices and jobs, and arriving under-prepared for winter 
made “making it” in the United States a multi-fold challenge. 
DIVEDCO even created a publication addressing these issues 
in 1954 called Libros Para El Pueblo (Books for the People).

One in particular, titled Emigración, almost 100 pages, was 
the most read of all of the Libros publications; it addressed 
cultural differences, racial prejudice, job opportunities, and 
the cold northern climate.35

Many members of the Nuyorican movement were second-
generation immigrants who watched as their parents and 
elders went through these struggles, and then observed how
the same issues appeared in their own coming-of-age journeys.
That experience is partly what catalyzed them to create and 
participate in protesting the injustices against them.

“One typical day a member of the Puerto Rican Independence
Party or other political group would come by [Taller Boricua]
and salute us with a ‘como está compañero’ [how are you,
brother?] and say ‘By the way we need a poster for a march.’”34
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Cover of DIVEDCO’s 
Libros Para El Pueblo 
Emigración issue
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 Image 37

The unity Nuyorican graphic design was trying to create 
between African, Taino, Puerto Rican, and Nuyorican people
over their similar struggles was meant to be visualized 
using Afro-Taíno imagery. The use of this imagery reflects 
not only the hundreds  of years each group has had to contend
with oppression but also the message that the fight has not 
been abandoned.

To help the reader see what I am talking about, I will share 
Nuyorican graphic design through a selection of posters that 
were displayed at El Museo del Barrio’s exhibition “Taller 
Boricua:  A Political Printshop in New York” from September 
12, 2020 to January 17, 2021. This exhibition presented 
some of the few remaining works from Taller Boricua’s days 
as an activist, poster-making print shop and offered 
a lens through which to view Nuyorican graphic design.

The first poster  I’d like to reference is La Mujer Puertorriqueña 
Unión Estudiantil Pedro Albizu Campos at Queens College 
Conference (The Puerto Rican Woman  Pedro Albizu Campos
Student Union at the Queens College Conference) (Image 41),
a serigraph byMarcos Dimas. The poster is an advertisement
for an event at a Queens College conference given by speakers
listed on the poster as Margarita Alarcon, Anna Zentella, 
Roberta Salpey, and Carmen Rivera de Alvarado (and others
as indicated on the poster). The title of the poster is in Spanish
while the dates for the speakers are in English. The title of 
the organization hosting the event is in Spanish while the title 
of the college and conference are in English. This poster is
evidence of two aspects of Nuyorican graphic design: first, 
bilingualism, which is a part of the transnational identity 
the movement created; and second leveraging community 
engagement to get the word out about the women speaking 
so that they could have a platform (or space) to be seen and 
heard. The poster advertises some topics the speakers will 
address, including “workshops, poetry, films.”

Jorge Soto Sánchez and Fernando Salicrup worked together 
to create a serigraph for Teatro Jurutungo’s play Nueva 
Canción (Image 42). The poster depicts multiple people: one 
playing an instrument that looks like a conga or bongo drum, 
one wearing a hat, and the other seemingly gazing into the 
soul of the viewer. There is what looks to be a cuatro (a violin 
shaped guitar popular in Puerto Rico) in the image as well, 
indicating that music is an important part of the play. A white
bird flies above all three people. This poster is bright and 
colorful, with reds and yellows jumping out from the page.

The inclusion of the conga or bongo drums along with the 
guitar or bass leads me to believe that salsa or Latin jazz 
music are part of this play, and it represents the Afro-Taino 
aesthetic Taller Boricua was known for. Conga and bongo 
drums originated on the continent of Africa and were adopted
by many Caribbean cultures as the Atlantic slave trade 
brought African people to the Caribbean. This poster for the 
play highlights the African contribution to Puerto Rican 
culture via its imagery.

Fa
m

ily
 H

ist
or

y

A
uthor’s Story

Taller Boricua Nuyorican Movement Nuyorican Graphic DesignPuerto Rican History

35

Nuyorican Graphic Design

36



38

 Image 38  Image 39

Fa
m

ily
 H

ist
or

y

A
uthor’s Story

Taller Boricua Nuyorican Movement Nuyorican Graphic DesignPuerto Rican History

37

Nuyorican Graphic Design



 Image 40

Another poster that embodies Nuyorican graphic design is 
Adrian García’s Exposición Taller Boricua poster. The title is
in Spanish and English (Exposición/Exhibit)(Image 43), 
the place is in Spanish (Taller Boricua), and the address is in 
English (2156 2nd Ave. Bt. 110+111 St.).

Words probably won’t be the first thing that will stick out to
the viewer when they look upon the poster, though. The Taíno
symbol for the sun is the largest image on the poster. Within 
the words Taller Boricua, viewers can see more symbols that 
are either Taíno or inspired by Taíno symbols. For example, 
in the first L of Taller viewers can see the Taíno symbol for the
coqui, a frog native to Puerto Rico.

Again, this poster incorporates both Spanish and English 
languages, evidence of the Puerto Rican transnational 
identity. It also exclusively uses Taíno imagery, which not
only represents the centering of and solidarity with oppressed
people but also “symbolically link[s] Nuyorican Graphic 
Design with it’s ancestral root culture.”36

The last work I’d like to highlight in my selection was made
by Manuel Otero for a series created by Taller Boricua in
collaboration with CEntrO. The series, titled Proletarian 
Portfolio, “is a series of ten serigraph portraits of early-
twentieth-century radical Puerto Rican labor leaders.”35 
Titled Juana Colón (Image 44), the poster depicts the Afro-
Puerto Rican woman standing confidently in the middle of
the page with various people around her: to her left, 
protesters with swords and a flag reading “Proletarios del 
mundo Unios” (Working class people of the world, Unite); 
to her right, police with clubs, and behind them what appears 
to be a rich man watching the struggle passively.
 
Juana Colón advocated for people like herself who were
in poverty in the Comerío area of Puerto Rico.37 Including 
Juana in this group of important labor leaders speaks to 
Taller Boricua’s and Nuyorican graphic design’s admiration 
and appreciation of the contributions  of Afro-Puerto Rican 
women who contended with oppression; it ensures that 
others see Juana as a source of inspiration in their own fight 
against oppression.

While not all the posters I’ve selected from El Museo’s 
exhibition contain every element of Nuyorican graphic design,
all contain at least one and often two or more and are 
representative of the values that Taller Boricua and Nuyorican
graphic design held.
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This spirit of reclam
ation and, honestly, w

hat feels like confidence,
is w

hat I think inspired the designers and artists of the m
ovem

ent
to take the w

ord N
uyorican and re-purpose it for their ow

n use, 
to centralize Taino and A

frican im
agery in their w

ork w
hile using 

Spanish and English languages in order to show
 their solidarity 

w
ith oppressed people and visualize their transnational identity.

W
hat did all of this do? It opened doors. The cultural spaces that

w
ere created (Taller B

oricua, El M
useo del B

arrio, the N
uyorican 

Poets C
afé and m

ore) all provided inspiration to the next generation
to continue aspiring and contending. I’ve realized m

y duality can 
do the sam

e. W
hat I once thought w

as a disadvantage I can now
 

use for the advantage of m
yself and others. I now

 understand 
that m

y identity is a privilege I have been given to stew
ard.

Prior to learning about N
uyorican graphic design, I hadn't com

e 
across m

any, if any, art and design m
ovem

ents that I related to 
so deeply. By researching and looking at N

uyorican w
ork, I could 

see an em
bodied version of m

y heritage and values.

In this sm
all, m

ostly undocum
ented, beautiful, unique m

ovem
ent, 

I have found a piece of w
hat I w

rote about earlier: a reflection of 
m

yself in the experience of others.

It’s a beautiful and encouraging thing to believe that there is 
space for you w

here som
eone sim

ilar to you is already there. It 
helps m

e feel safe. 

O
ne of the things I m

ost appreciate about Taller B
oricua is that

the m
em

bers and founders w
ere unapologetically and 

authentically them
selves. I aspire to be that just as I aspire to 

travel the w
orld the w

ay m
y grandm

other did.
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This final pattern is a com

pilation 
of other patterns, representative of 
how

 I’ve brought these ideas and 
experiences together in m

y life.
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