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Adolfo Gutierrez is a Salvadoran-
American multidisciplinary art director 
and designer who grew up in Maryland 
and now resides in Brooklyn.

His artwork incorporates lettering and 
graffiti details that inspired him as a teen 
to pursue a career in art and design. His 
past clients have included The Real Cost, 
Rolling Stone magazine, MTV, Atlantic 
Records, Men’s Journal magazine, Viper 
Records, and Zozobra Publishing.

There’s a graphic element to 
your painting, how did you start 
incorporating that into your work?

Originally, I went to school for design. I 
ended up designing because I painted 
when I was younger. I was very into 
graffiti. The whole lettering practice 

caused my high school teacher to suggest that I go into graphic design, but I still enjoyed 
painting. I did a little bit of painting while at PrattMWP, but I stopped in college in my junior 
year. I got back into painting in 2015 when I ended up doing a t-shirt for Rolling Stone. The 
creative director asked if I could bring in a sketchbook to see if I could illustrate. I was always 
doodling even if I wasn’t painting. So I brought in the sketchbook and some prints, because 
I was really into printmaking in college. He started looking through everything and asked, 
“What’s this stuff?” It was more of the illustrative work that determined the style.

Adolfo Gutierrez Recemos por los que vienen, vinieron, van a venir 
y los que no llegaron. (Let’s pray for those coming, came, are coming 

and those who didn’t make it.), 2020
acrylic, sand, acrylic medium, pumice gel, house paint on canvas, 

18 in. x 24 in.



A lot of your work has themes of home, what does that mean to you and what kinds of 
stories do you like to tell?

I like to talk about what it means to be Latin American, especially within the context of 
being in this country, whether someone was born here or came as an immigrant like my 
parents, and understanding their experience. I wound up doing an illustration discussing 
the “American Dream” and it became a focal point for my paintings, thinking back on what 
it meant for me, my parents and neighbors, and everyone who came before me in my 
community, of either being here or having to go back due to deportation. When I start 
painting or drawing, I think of some of the stories I was told through research or reading or 
through others reaching out to tell their stories. Instead of going straight to the sketchbook, 
I tend to write some of the stories people tell me and dissect certain aspects of it later on and 
use it for the titles of paintings. I tend to start backwards in a way. I start by coming up with 
the title and then creating the story of the work itself. It doesn’t happen all the time, but for 
the bigger projects, the bigger paintings, it tends to happen a lot more. When it comes to 
colors, a lot of them tend to be very bright and bold and I’m going back to my experiences of 
going to El Salvador, where my parents are from, and just looking around and at the homes 
and the vibrance found there. The work is about immigration, and so it’s about creating a 
home, and finding a new home, as well as about the homes that many of them have left 
behind.

Adolfo Gutierrez 
Promesas de una vivienda libre. (Promise of a free home.), 2020

acrylic, sand and acrylic medium on canvas, 14 in. x 11 in.



When I start working on things that are about my personal narrative as a child of immigrants, 
or another narrative that has to do with the children of immigrants, I tend to tone down the 
colors a lot more as a way to show how we are removed from that. We’re still aware of our 
culture, but we didn’t grow up in it. 

I grew up in Maryland, where there are a lot of brick homes and it’s very different, color-wise 
from El Salvador. Going inside my parents’ house, they had green walls, maybe not as bright 
as the homes back there, but it still has a vibrancy. In a way, my parents tried to incorporate 
those colors in our home. It’s a reminder of where they came from.

I have started to add texture to my work and it’s a way to go back into the concept of the 
home, reflective of the stucco and materials that were used to make the homes. I’ve been 
fortunate enough to have an apartment where I can have a painting studio. I’ve been trying 
to incorporate how colors deteriorate over time. It’s very much a work in process, but I’ve 
been exploring that idea and have been thinking about how to incorporate more of that. 
The last time I went to El Salvador was 
in 2019, and I was very much looking at 
everything and feeling the textures on 
the walls and noticing how the paint was 
starting to erode and how the materials 
play with one another.

I’ve been trying to work in series now, 
still focusing on the larger encompassing 
story of what it means to come to 
America, and be Latin American here. 
Because of the pandemic, I’ve been 
thinking more about the aspect of 
communication. We’re experiencing the 
same aspect of what it is to be detached 
from someone and figure out a way to 
keep in touch. Telling the stories that are 
told through the phone. 

Adolfo Gutierrez, Un abrazo por todos los que no te pude dar.
(A hug for all of those I couldn’t give you.), 2021

 acrylic on paper, 22 in. x 30 in.



What is part of your painting process?

When I paint, I’m thinking like a designer through the way I place colors to try to make sure 
that colors don’t clash with one another and that they have a vibrancy going on. Working 
with perspective, it becomes a kind of camouflage. The way I block colors off like camouflage 
represents that these stories I’m trying to tell are out there, but many times a lot of us aren’t 
open to the idea of discussing certain things like trauma. It’s not hiding what’s there, but it’s 
making someone sit down with it and see what’s there. I’m giving them the titles so they can 
find out what the emotion or what that story is, so it’s a bit of the reverse from what Rothko 
was doing. 

What do the symbols you use in your paintings mean?

There are certain things that I try to include in most of my paintings such as three spirals 
that, in a way, have become almost autobiographical and part of the story. The three loops 
are a representation of a wall at the border, but they’re also a representation of the three 
borders that my parents had to cross: El Salvador, Guatemala and then the U.S. It’s also a 
symbol for my two younger sisters and myself as the offspring of immigrants. 

Adolfo Gutierrez, Hay esperanza en el otro lado.
(There’s hope on the other side.), 2020

acrylic on canvas, 14 in. x11 in.
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What shaped your time at PrattMWP?

Because it’s such a small campus, the friendships last a lot longer. At PrattMWP, it was so 
much easier to hang out when other people were doing sculptural work or ceramics or 
painting that you got to experience a lot more of those different aspects. I almost transferred 
to sculpture sophomore year because everyone nurtured our ideas and made sure that our 
ideas were heard. For us as students, it was monumental, because you would never think 
about working with things like bronze, for example. I enjoyed being able to go off campus 
to help our learning and understanding and then finish a project on campus. There was the 
excitement of being able to figure the process out. There is also a museum there! I remember 
going a lot to the Museum of Art because there was one piece that I really enjoyed that 
helped a lot to form my current work. It was Mondrian’s Tree (Horizontal Tree).

Piet Mondrian, Dutch (1872-1944)
Tree (Horizontal Tree), 1912

Oil on canvas, 29 1/2 x 44 in.
Munson-Williams-Proctor Art Institute, Museum Purchase, 52.37

https://www.adolfogutierrez.net/
https://docs.google.com/a/mwpai.edu/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdfjjbv11_MNCj6LFWHcmvU9dCs0OZjJx0Hmv5l29-syojYAw/viewform
https://www.linkedin.com/signup/cold-join?session_redirect=%2Ffeed&trk=login_reg_redirect



