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“What a wonderful country it will be when 

Barack Obama is president!”
In a brazenly and gleefully controversial manner, “A Change In Underwear We Can Believe In” simultaneously satirizes the hyperrealistic mantras of “hope” and “change” that (literally, in the case of Shepard Fairey’s iconic poster) lay under the most popular and reproduced images of Obama. These most emblematic images of Obama, both photographic and artistic, have three inherently campaign-oriented visual cues in common: the usually stylized use of and focus on the American colors of red, white, and blue; striking simplicity; and the lack of any expressly political content. These works opt for mostly symbolic representation and metaphor via repeated iconography. Taco Werewolf (the artist’s pseudonym) subverts all three of these conventions fully in order to draw attention to their actuality and, in his work’s surreal and idiosyncratic argumentative ambiguity, as evidenced by the work itself and the artist’s writings, calls into question the nature of political art and its conventional rhetoric.
In “A Change,” Taco Werewolf has created a freakish scene in which President Obama stands on the verdant lawn of the White House, handing out tacos, a food ubiquitously known to be Mexican in origin, and white underwear briefs to an assortment of grotesquely depicted people. Obama wears a taco as a sort of crown, and his haloed person seems to be blooming from a taco/sun hybrid that also begets huge tacos; the sun itself, a ray-emitting quarter-circle placed in the corner of the painting in a clearly childlike manner, has been morphed into a taco. As if to indicate and recognize the direct and loving relationship between president and populace afforded by the Mexican taco, the White House is adorned with a large Mexican Flag; consequently, the power of the taco is transparently decipherable as the power of the Mexican. This second visual analogy, represented most singularly by the Mexican man holding a taco at the level of the flag, who not only sports a moustache but is also adorned with both a rainbow-patterned poncho and a sombrero, can be decried as racially disparaging bigotry toward Mexicans, and secondly, as the artist’s criticism of Obama’s liberal border policy and, furthermore, his “radical” politics in general.

What is most jarring about the image is two-fold: while the narrative within the image is in and of itself outrageous, the means by which the scenario is depicted is perhaps even more vulgar. A cursory glance at “A Change In Underwear We Can Believe In” immediately decodes the work visually as uncomfortably nearing ethnic lampoon, and worse, flagrant racism. It is very easy to denounce the work as blatantly racist and primitively hostile: the ethnic stereotypes utilized are absurd and potentially demeaning, and the motifs of tacos and underwear only further cultivate the apparent theme of sardonic bigotry. 

The figures themselves are crude caricatures of the four largest ethnic groups in the United States, each identified by stereotypical and offensively exaggerated token features: Latinos by moustaches, tacos, sombreros, and ponchos; blacks by skin color, afros, and big lips; Asians by skin color and eye orientation, and whites by skin color alone. Their bodies are colored wildly, without pattern or concern for any real-world physical attributes, and are similarly disproportionate in structure. They are placed like felt cutouts against the flat backdrop of blue sky and green grass, stacked in a pyramid of overjoyed love for the sun-born taco and underwear benefactor, Obama. 

The figure of Obama, in contrast, is depicted in a relatively conventional manner: his skin tone accurately, stylistically unconcerned with the hyperbole otherwise characterizing the image, reflects his split ancestry and he wears his campaigning outfit of blue suit, red tie, and white shirt. In placing this Obama, as conventional in appearance (disregarding style) as that likeness in Shephard Fairey’s portrait, adjacent to the abjectly elated denizens of New America, Taco Werewolf once again undermines the conventional: the relatively accurate Obama is rendered singular and godlike by his “normal” appearance (in addition to, of course, his taco-sun birth and slightly larger figure), both invoking and elevating him beyond his “Main Street” rhetoric. If read like the rest of the image, Obama’s depiction is further criticism, condemning his person as a messianic figure whose radically liberal façade spells the end of “normal” American life before it falls before the almighty taco, of which he is enabler and conduit.

Having reached this one-sided conclusive understanding of the painting, I must turn to statements by the artist himself in order to further my argument: on a purely visual level, there is nothing that stops “A Change Of Underwear We Can Believe In” from being a wholly puerile attack on Obama, his policies, and minorities. The autobiography Taco Werewolf writes on his website manages to be caustic, clearly embellished, yet believably earnest: he even acknowledges his paintings as crude and irreverent but declares himself a huge supporter of Barack Obama, a reinvigorated voter who has been rendered “misty-eyed” by Obama’s “[overwhelming...] oratory.”  The schizophrenic ideologies here expound a mixed message; whether “A Change” is a farce, and if so, what exactly is being mocked? 

The artist explicitly states on his website that this work, one in an on-going series of related images, is celebratory and not intended to offend, despite being in blatant violation of popular taste. This creates a dialogue between the art piece and the writing that includes the latter in the former. The disconnect between intent and visual practice can be read in the image as, at an analytical level, an attempt by the artist to force the viewer to try to reconcile the almost happy-go-lucky visual and verbal rhetoric of the Obama campaign, represented in the image by the formally arbitrary “Obama ’08,” with an extremely eccentric imagining of its holistic realization. 

The artist’s statement regarding the work is so thoroughly idiosyncratic and particularly worded that, like his biography, and indeed the whole website, it is unclear which segments are sincere and which are ironic ridicule. “A Change” is posited as, most simply, an imagining of the scene of the jubilation and unity to come upon the election of Obama. Taco Werewolf claims that his inspiration for the motifs of tacos and underwear came from his own daily routine of eating tacos in his underwear, “dirty” from the Bush years, watching “Obamania” unfold on the television; here, the new, pearly white underwear metaphor is explicated as a tangible manifestation of the tabula rasa afforded by a new administration that has replaced one so detested by many, inclusive of Taco Werewolf himself. The logic of underwear as a metaphor is made apparent: when underwear is dirty, as societal mores deem it after one day of wear, it is changed; when a “dirty” administration is to be changed, then, Taco Werewolf seems to argue, what better metaphor is there?

Inherent in the metaphor of underwear is a sense of indignation towards the American government as a whole: the analogy simply lends itself to negative connotations. This indignation conforms to the artist’s other artworks in the “Obama Taco Underwear” series, in which he criticizes all manner of people and things, including the Republican Party and John “McCrypt,” in similarly satirical ways. His wry and backhanded, ironically sneering statements, punctuated with great calculation, are prevalent throughout his expositions on his artwork, and seem to be informed by the same sense of institutional critique. Taco Werewolf’s artwork as a whole, inclusive of his essays, can arguably be connected by this common thread of governmental critique.

Through the persona of Taco Werewolf, the artist has created an entire oeuvre of original artwork (for sale through his website) that uses offensive and explicitly provocative visual and written satire to undermine and criticize the rhetoric of modern American politicking, using as a springboard the hugely significant election of Barack Obama as US president and his campaign’s transparent yet successful utilization of the power of oversimplified, hyperreal sloganeering. The superficial and gross image is married thus to subversive metaphors that serve to disarmingly illustrate, literally, the distance breached when a face and brain are abandoned for words believed unto their own intrinsic optimism, which in turn are traded for arbitrary sybolism and convention: the perpetual nature of political rhetoric.

All Taco Werewolf quotes culled from his website, accessed at http://otunderwear.com and http://tacowerewolf.com.
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