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Clara Porset arrived in Mexico from Cuba as a political exile in 1935 and over the subsequent 

two and half decades became Mexico’s most high-profile furniture designer and a passionate 

advocate of the power of good design to raise popular living standards and strengthen national 

culture. Particularly following an exhibition of her designs at Mexico City’s Museo Franz Meyer in 

2006, design historians have increasingly recognized the importance of Porset as a twentieth-

century pioneer of industrial and interior design in Mexico.1 While during her lifetime she was not 

accorded the prestige of the architects alongside whom she worked to craft a distinctly Mexican 

version of mid-century modern architecture and design, Porset was never entirely forgotten 

following her death in 1981.2 Perhaps most notably, beginning in 1988 Porset’s legacy has been 

celebrated with a bi-annual Premio de Diseño Clara Porset contest for female designers. This 

competition is run by the Center for Industrial Design Research (CIDI) in the National Autonomous 

University in Mexico City where Porset taught industrial design from its creation in the late-1960s 

until close to her death and where the library is now named in her honor. 

Despite such recognition, Porset had little success in achieving her stated aim to raise popular 

living standards and culture through the promotion of good design. In this paper, I will argue that it 

is precisely the gap between Porset’s modernist utopianism and her practical experience working as 

a designer in Mexico that is most revealing for historians studying the evolution of architecture and 

                                                           
1
 In addition to an exhibition on the work of Porset at Mexico City’s Museo Franz Meyer in 2006, the following 

publications on Porset have appeared since 2001: Jorge R. Bermúdez, Clara Porset. Diseño y cultura, Havana, 

Letras Cubanas 2005; Museo Franz Meyer (ed.), Inventando un México moderno. El diseño de Clara Porset, 

(Mexico City: Turner, 2006); Oscar Salinas Flores, ‘Clara Porset Dumas. Raíces del diseño,’ in Miguel Ángel 

Castro (ed.), De la Escuela de Verano al Centro de Enseñanza para Extranjeros. Memorias del 75 aniversario, 

(Mexico City: UNAM, 1999); Oscar Salinas Flores, Clara Porset. Una vida inquieta, una obra sin igual, 

(Mexico City: UNAM, 2001). 
2
 It is worth noting at this point that interior design has in the past been marginalized or dismissed relative to the 

importance of architecture. Historically, this has been closely tied to a tendency to “feminize” and therefore 

dismiss as frivolous interior design, while treating as masculine and therefore worthy of serious consideration 

the work of architects. Alejandro Hernández, ‘La decoración indecorosa,’ in Comisarenco et.al. (eds.), Vida y 

Diseño en México Siglo XX, Mexico City, Fomento Cultural Banamex, 2007, pp. 231-232; Robin D. Jones, 

‘“Thinking” the Domestic Interior in Postcolonial South Asia: The Home of Geoffrey Bawa in Sri Lanka, 1960 

to 1998,’ Interiors: Design, Architecture, Culture, vol. 3, no. 3 (November 2012), p. 205. 
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design in the context of post-revolutionary Mexican politics and society from the 1930s to the 1960s. 

Contrasting the intellectual and lived history of Mexican industrial design during this period through 

the work of Porset provides a new perspective on the connections between design, architecture, 

politics, and economics in Mexico and, indeed, elsewhere during the twentieth-century. In 

particular, Porset’s successes and failures are suggestive of the interplay of style, substance, and 

simulation related to industrial development, urbanization, and the cultural construction of 

modernity in Mexico around mid-century. 

I begin this paper by giving a brief background of Clara Porset’s training and the circumstances 

that brought her to Mexico before discussing how she sought to incorporate the aesthetics of 

Mexican revolutionary nationalism into furniture design. Such an examination shows the influence 

on Porset’s designs of the cosmopolitan and left-wing cultural milieu into which she arrived in 1935 

through circum-Caribbean political networks. Moreover, the cultural and political atmosphere of 

Mexico from this time and into the late 1940s also provides the context for Porset’s attempt to 

promote industrial design as an essential element of Mexico’s economic and cultural development 

during the 1940s and 1950s. Finally, I explore Porset’s increasing frustrations as expressed in her 

private and public writings about her work in Mexico. Specifically, I argue at the gap between 

Porset’s political ideals and professional practice as well as the broader establishment of 

functionalism as fashion in Mexico by the 1950s provides an unusually clear lens through which to 

view the growing contradictions between the Mexican Revolution as a popular political and cultural 

discourse and as the development of Mexican politics and society in the decades following Porset’s 

arrival in Mexico. 

 

Porset, Cuba and the Circum-Caribbean Pathway to Mexico City 

Clara Porset was born in 1895 in Matanzas, Cuba and during the second half of the 1920s 

received training in art, architecture and design in New York at Columbia University’s School of Fine 

Arts and the New York School of Interior Decoration. She further studied in Paris for two years at 

L’École de Beaux Artes, La Sorbonne, and in the atelier of architect Herni Rapin.3 Upon her return to 

Cuba in 1930, Porset worked as an interior designer in Havana and wrote articles on design and 

architecture for the magazine Social. In her articles and speeches in Havana, Porset showed a 

particular affinity for the functionalist designs of the period and showcased work of architects such 

as Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier.4  

Her involvement with groups opposing the Gerardo Machado regime in Cuba led Porset to 

flee into exile to New York City in November 1932. Over the following year, Porset became an active 

participant in Cuban exile and US anti-imperialist networks. The groups in which she participated 

included those gathered around Cuban exile and intellectual Fernando Ortiz in Washington DC and 

US groups such as the Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom and the International 

Committee for Political Prisoners in which fellow exiles who worked on Social such as caricaturist 

                                                           
3
 Oscar Flores Flores and Ligia Fernández Flores, ‘Los primeros años: 1900-1950. Los inicios de la diffusion y 

docencia del arte virreinal. Apendice documental,’ in José Luis Palacio Prieto (ed.), 90 años de cultura: Centro 

de Enseñanza para Extranjeros, Mexico City, CEPE, 2012, p. 209. 
4
 For a selection of Porset’s contributions to Social, see Jorge R. Bermúdez, Clara Porset. Diseño y cultura, 

Havana, Letras Cubanas, 2005. 
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Conrado Massaguer and historian Herminio Portell-Vilá were also involved.   This political activity 

effectively integrated Porset into circum-Caribbean political networks that stretched upward from 

the Caribbean basin and converged in New York as an exile hub during the 1930s. Participating in 

these networks were people guided by a diverse array of political ideologies from communism to 

liberalism, bound together by overriding ideas of Pan-Americanism and anti-imperialism.5   

Returning to Cuba in September 1933 following Machado´s overthrow, Porset was soon 

appointed as lecturer on art and director of the Industrial Arts program at the new Escuela Técnica 

para Mujeres “Fundación Rosalía Abreu” for Cuban women from rural and economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds.6 While drafting the curriculum for the technical school’s Industrial Arts 

program, Porset travelled in August 1934 to the experimental Black Mountain College in North 

Carolina to observe and learn from artist Josef Albers who was teaching the Werklehre course that 

he had developed at the Bauhaus. This was the beginning of a long association between Porset and 

Josef and his wife Anni Albers that included her convincing Josef Albers to give a series of lectures in 

Havana in December 1934 and January 1935. Later, the Albers made several visits to Mexico, 

including for the first solo exhibition of Josef Albers’ work with which Porset was involved in 1936 at 

the Mexico City offices of the newspaper El Nacional.7 

Correspondence between US and Cuban individuals at the Women’s International League of 

Peace and Freedom archives at the Swarthmore Peace Collection in Pennsylvania provide mostly 

second-hand accounts of Porset’s activities during this period, noting her enthusiastic involvement 

with Cuban communists. This correspondence also demonstrates how exiles and activists from the 

United States and Caribbean were circulating around the region during the early 1930s, with Havana 

forming part of a particularly well-established route of politicized travel between New York City and 

Mexico City along which the activists who encountered Porset were travelling. When Porset was 

again forced into exile following her participation in university and technical college strikes of March 

1935 in Havana against the Carlos Mendieta government, this time she moved in the other direction 

on this trail toward Mexico City. 

 

Arriving in the Brown Atlantis 

The Mexico City into which Porset arrived was in the midst of a boom of cultural and 

intellectual activity that drew inspiration from the Mexican Revolution (1910-1917). Historian 

Mauricio Tenorio Trillo has described this period as a “long cosmopolitan Mexican summer” that 

lasted from the 1920s into the late 1940s when international radicals and progressives congregated 

in Mexico City.8 During this time, the construction of Mexico City as a uniquely invigorating space for 

                                                           
5
 Barry Carr, ‘Pioneering Transnational Solidarity in the Americas: The Movement in Support of Augusto C. 

Sandino, 1927-1934,’ Journal of Iberian and Latin American Research, vol. 20, no. 2 (2014), pp. 144-145; 

Michael Goebel,‘Geopolitics, Transnational Solidarity or Diaspora Nationalism? The Global Career of M.N. 

Roy, 1915-1930,’ European Review of History, vol. 21, no. 4 (September-October 2014), p. 485. 
6
 Luis Enrique Délano, ‘Clara Porset o la Pasión del Diseño,’ Novedades, 20/4/52, p. 8; Severin K. Turosienski, 

Education in Cuba, Bulletin 1943, no. 1,Washington, Government Printing Office, 1943, pp. 28-29.  
7
 Clara Porset, ‘Josef Albers; Teacher and Artist,’ Havana Lectures, 1934, Joseph and Anni Albers Foundation 

Archive, 84.01 06; El Nacional, Mexico 1936, Joseph and Anni Albers Foundation Archive. 
8
 Mauricio Tenorio Trillo, ‘The Cosmopolitan Mexican Summer, 1920-1949,’ Latin American Research Review, 

vol. 32, no. 3 (1997), pp. 224-225.  
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debating radical politics, art, and culture was firmly rooted in imaginings of Mexico’s indigenous 

ethnic and cultural authenticity, which has led Tenorio Trillo to further label the utopian visions of 

Mexico City held by such artists and intellectuals as a heavily racialized “Brown Atlantis.” According 

to Tenorio Trillo, this construction of Mexico City was inherently paradoxical, being an ‘extremely 

cosmopolitan, but… militantly nativist’ space where intellectuals and artists dreamed of a rural and 

indigenous authentic Mexico amidst the trappings of a modern city in which ‘modernist 

disenchantments, as well as early twentieth-century aesthetic innovation, blended with socialist, 

communist, populist, and anarcho-syndicalist criticisms and their attendant utopias.’9 

Porset displayed a particular political aptitude for this Mexico City likely influenced by her 

experience as a participant in transnational anti-imperialist and left-wing political networks that 

flowed through the city at this time. This aptitude accounts for her relatively quick and successful 

integration into the artistic and intellectual milieu of Mexico City, where her design work was almost 

completely eclipsed by her political activities during her first five or so years in Mexico. By 1936, 

Porset was occupying prominent positions within the Liga de Escritores y Artistas Revolucionarios 

(LEAR) which brought together socialist artists, writers, intellectuals, and architects in a group that 

articulated the link between cultural production and anti-fascist and anti-imperialist political work in 

circum-Caribbean political network hubs such as Mexico City, Havana, and New York City.10 Through 

the LEAR, Porset built links within this community, including with poet Carlos Pellicer for whom she 

substituted in teaching his Art History course at Mexico’s National University. In her personal 

correspondence at the time with US progressive author Waldo Frank, Porset spoke of this 

experience of substituting for Pellicer as particularly revelatory, correcting deficiencies in her earlier 

artistic education by introducing her to and sparking her enthusiasm for Mexico’s pre-Columbian 

artistic heritage.11  

In 1938, Porset married Mexican artist Xavier Guerrero, a fellow member of the LEAR strongly 

involved with the Mexican Communist Party and a foundational member of the post-revolutionary 

Mexican muralist movement. Guerrero was deeply immersed in the post-revolutionary cultural 

project of developing what historian Rick López describes as a post-revolutionary ‘aesthetic 

reorientation’ of Mexican identity through the discovery or recovery of authentic national cultural 

expressions rooted in indigenous and folk traditions.12 Within the wide range of artists and 

intellectuals working in different fields of cultural production toward this end, Guerrero is notable 

for strongly self-identifying and being identified by collaborators such as muralists Diego Rivera and 

David Alfaro Siqueiros as being of pure indigenous and specifically Toltec heritage.13  

                                                           
9
 Mauricio Tenorio Trillo, I Speak of the City: Mexico City at the Turn of the Twentieth Century, Chicago, 

Univesity of Chicago, 2012, p. 166. 
10

 Francisco Reyes Palma, ‘La LEAR y su revista de frente cultural,’ Frente a Frente, 1934-1938, Mexico City, 

Centro de Estudios del Movimiento Obrero y Socialista, 1994, pp. 5-6. 
11

 Letter from Clara Porset to Waldo Frank, July 28, 1937, Waldo Frank Papers, Box 22, Folder 1262, 

University of Pennsylvania. 
12

 Rick López, Crafting Mexico: Intellectuals, Artisans, and the State after the Revolution, Durham, Duke 

University Press, 2010, pp. 15-16. 
13

 Juan Rafael Coronel, ‘De Piedra Completa,’ in María Monserrat Sánchez Soler and Juan Rafael Coronel 

Rivera (eds.), Xavier Guerrero [1896-1974]. De piedra completa, Mexico City, Instituto Nacional de Bellas 

Artes, 2012, pp.19-20; David Alfaro Siqueiros, Art and Revolution, London, Lawrence and Wishart, 1975, p. 

112. 
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Porset’s relationship with Guerrero drew her yet further into the indigenista reimagining of 

Mexican culture and also likely increased her knowledge of traditional Mexican materials and 

techniques for furniture construction. Guerrero had experience and education in carpentry and 

furniture construction, and indeed won one of four continental prizes in the 1941 “Organic Design 

for Home Furnishing” competition at New York City´s Museum of Modern Art. Furthermore, Porset’s 

relationship with Guerrero effectively tied her to Mexico due to Guerrero’s strong belief in the 

Mexican Revolution as a cultural and political project, as well as his involvement with the Mexican 

Communist Party.14 During the subsequent decades, Porset thus remained in Mexico and worked 

primarily on adapting modern design to Mexican cultural, climactic, and material realities, only 

briefly returning to Cuba to visit family members, deliver lectures, and, from roughly 1961 to 1965, 

to work on various projects for the revolutionary Cuban government. 

 

Revolutionary modernism 

In her work as a designer and advocacy for the development of industrial design in Mexico, 

Porset set about addressing the most pressing challenges of post-revolutionary Mexican state and 

nation building. These were integrating the bulk of Mexicans into the new political order by raising 

popular living standards, expanding the reach of the institutions of the state, and creating a distinct 

and unifying national culture. Functionalism had gained favor during the 1920s and 1930s among a 

politically committed new generation of Mexican architects such as Juan O’Gorman and Enrique 

Yáñez who saw functionalist architecture as both providing ideal technical solutions to meeting the 

immediate and great need of Mexico’s masses for new schools, hospitals, and homes as well as 

providing a suitably austere and modern aesthetic for a new “revolutionary” national architecture.15 

As the 1930s and 1940s progressed, such architects increasingly rejected a strict functionalism, 

embracing techniques such as plastic integration of mostly indigenismo-influenced artwork and 

sculpture into their structures to create a uniquely Mexican revolutionary modern architecture.16 

Porset sought to promote a similar dialogue between international modern and Mexican 

traditional designs in the production of objects and their placement within the interiors of post-

revolutionary Mexican homes. In the pages of prominent architectural and artistic magazines 

Arquitectura México and Espacios, Porset specifically argued that the development of industrial 

design needed to be considered as integral to the Mexican state’s broader project to accelerate 

Mexico’s economic development during the 1940s and 1950s. In Porset’s view, unstoppable 

economic forces would lead to a greater industrial rather than artisanal production of household 

                                                           
14

 Letter from Clara Porset to Waldo Frank, February 16, 1939, Waldo Frank Papers, Box 22, Folder 1262, 

University of Pennsylvania. 
15

 Edward R. Burian, ‘The Architecture of Juan O’Gorman: Dichotomy and Drift,’ in Burian (ed.), Modernity 

and the Architecture of Mexico, Austin, University of Texas Press, 1997, pp. 128-131; Hernández, p. 110; 

Ramon Vargas Salguero, ‘Las reivindicaciones históricas en el funcionalismo socialista,’ in Alexandrina 

Escudero (ed.), Apuntes para la historia y crítica de la arquitectura mexicana del siglo XX: 1900-1980, vol. 1, 

Mexico City, Secretaria de Educación Pública, 1982, p. 108. 
16

 Edward R. Burian, ‘Mexico, Modernity, and Architecture: An Interview with Alberto Pérez-Gómez,’ in 

Burian (ed.), p. 29; Louis Noelle Merles, ‘The Architecture and Urbanism of Mario Pani: Creativity and 

Compromise,’ in Burian (ed.), 183-186; Juan Rafael Coronel Rivera, ‘Con la turquesa en la memora: lo 

mexicano del diseño,’ in Comisarenco et.al. (eds.), p. 186; Leticia Torres, ‘La integración plástica: Confluencias 

y divergencias en los discursos del arte en México,’ ICAA Documents Project Working Papers, no. 2 (May 

2008), pp. 10-11. 
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items in a process that held both great promise and posed great risks for Mexico’s distinct cultural 

identity. Porset therefore called on state cultural organizations and technical schools as well as 

private patrons of the arts to manage this transition between artisanal and semi-industrial or 

industrial production by preserving popular arts, supporting the development of industrial arts, and 

promoting a popular mentality that erased divisions between expressive and utilitarian arts.17 As was 

already occurring in architecture, Porset argued, Mexico needed to draw on its unusually rich history 

in the plastic arts to give Mexican industrial design its own unique character.18 

The vision of Mexican aesthetics that Porset espoused was strongly in tune with the exaltation 

of the rural and popular that infused left-wing and progressive visions of authentic Mexican culture 

from the time of her arrival to Mexico in 1935. Porset’s signature item of furniture became her 

reworkings of the butaque chair. Porset described this chair as perhaps the ultimate mestizo piece of 

furniture, arriving from Spain and being absorbed and adapted to life in Mexico by local artisans to 

such an extent that it became a genuinely Mexican nationalist and popular cultural expression.19  

Another signature Porset design was a chair based on statues from the Remojada or Totonac culture 

of the contemporary state of Veracruz. This latter chair was called the “escultórico,” and for this 

piece of furniture Porset enlisted the help her husband Xavier Guerrero to contribute his artistic 

vision and particularly his strong affinity for indigenista aesthetics to the design.20 

Porset further selected predominantly rustic, natural materials for her furniture associated 

with rural life in Mexico. This choice resonated with the privileged place of the countryside and 

peasants in postrevolutionary Mexican nationalism.21 Porset explained this choice when designing a 

series of affordable pieces of furniture for a public housing complex in Mexico City by stating that 

the use of such materials as palm and tulle weavings and Mexican pine and red cedar woods 

provided an extra psychological affinity between the inhabitant and the furniture due to the 

‘regional Mexican character they have.’22  

In her designs, Porset in this way aimed to combine traditional Mexican construction 

techniques and materials with a functionalist emphasis on simplicity in design and the use of 

industrial techniques of mass production. For Porset, such considerations were not merely aesthetic. 

She, in fact, argued that ‘on what one sees and hears in childhood, on where and how one learns, 

plays, eats and sleeps during those early years depends the type of man which this child will 

necessarily become. Even in the case of adults, when the mental and physical physiognomy is 

already far more set, the environment maintains its critical role as a transformative element and 
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 Clara Porset, ‘Arte e industria,’ Arquitectura, no. 29 (October 1949), p. 227. 
18

 Clara Porset, ‘El Arte en la Vida Diaria,’ in Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, El Arte en la Vida Diaria. 

Exposición de objetos de buen diseño hechos en México, Mexico City, INBA, 1952, p. 27. 
19

 Ibid., p. 45. 
20

 Letter from Clara Porset to José Antonio Portuondo, November 7, 1948, Fondo José Antonio Portuondo, 

Instituto de Literatura y Lingüstica, Havana, Cuba. Also see Oscar Salinas Flores, ‘Xavier Guerrero. Diseñador,’ 

in María Monserrat Sánchez Soler and Juan Rafael Coronel Rivera, Xavier Guerrero (1896 – 1974). De piedra 

completa, Mexico City Conaculta, 2012, pp. 145-167. 
21

 Historian Ricardo Pérez Montfort, for example, has described as the archetypal Mexican as conceived by 

post-revolutionary intellectuals as someone who was ‘rural, provincial, poor.’ Ricardo Pérez Montfort, Avatares 

del nacionalismo, Mexico City, CIESAS, 2000, p. 40. 
22

 Clara Porset, ‘El Centro Urbano “Presidente Alemán” y el espacio interior para vivir,’ Arquitectura, no.32 

(October 1950),  p. 120. 
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often has the power to change even hereditary factors.’23 Porset more specifically saw industrial 

design has having the potential to help level class differences by elevating popular living standards 

and culture. She also sought through the development of Mexican industrial design to preserve the 

country’s cultural autonomy, particularly from the United States. In an overall sense, the good 

design Porset hoped would result from this combined effort signified one that satisfied in one 

coherent object the double human need for function and beauty while stripping away non-essential 

elements to embrace simplicity. Such a design would, in Porset’s view, result in ‘the raising of 

general living standards, bringing efficiency and art into the daily circumstances of everyone.’24 

The most cohesive expression of Porset’s beliefs regarding good design, good taste, and the 

ability of both to raise popular living standards was the exhibition she developed for the Instituto 

Nacional de Bellas Artes titled El Arte en la Vida Diaria. This exhibition premiered in April 1952 at 

Mexico City’s Palacio de Bellas Artes before moving to the new Ciudad Universitaria to coincide with 

the VIII Congreso Panamericano de Arquitectos in October of that year and included a selection of 

artisan-produced items such as furniture, fabrics, and utensils that Porset gathered from different 

parts of Mexico. These were then placed alongside examples of well-designed industrially produced 

household items.25 Porset envisioned this exhibition as the first of many that would encourage 

artists, designers and industrialists to work together while at the same time promoting good taste 

among the general public when selecting articles for everyday use.  

As she had in earlier articles for Arquitectura and Espacios, through the exhibition Porset 

appealed to Mexicans to embrace the power of modern industrial technology by adapting 

authentically popular aesthetic sensibilities expressed in items handcrafted by Mexican artisans in 

limited quantities to those now mass produced by machine. The development of such an approach 

to industrial design would, Porset believed, assist in the development of a Mexico that was unified 

and independent economically as well as culturally. Once Mexicans recognized the machine’s ability 

to produce expressive values, Porset argued, ‘in Mexico, useful and beautiful objects would be 

produced manually and mechanically with the same extraordinary sensibility that has for centuries 

resulted in such beautiful manual forms.’26 

 

Modernism without Redemption 

Porset reached perhaps the peak of her professional success and prestige during the 1950s. 

During this decade, she worked with many of Mexico’s most high-profile architects such as Luis 

Barragán, Enrique Yáñez, Mario Pani, and Enrique del Moral on private homes and commercial 

projects such as the Cine París, Churubusco Country Club, and the Chrysler offices in Mexico City and 

the Pierre Marqués luxury hotel in Acapulco.27 However, she never became a designer of mass 

produced affordable furniture of the type she advocated in her articles and the 1952 Arte en la Vida 

                                                           
23

 Ibid., p. 117. 
24

 Clara Porset, ‘El Diseño en México,’ in Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, El Arte en la Vida Diaria. 

Exposición de objetos de buen diseño hechos en México, Mexico City, INBA, 1952, p. 14. 
25

 Ibid. 
26

 Ibid., p. 17. 
27

 Ana Elena Mallet, ‘Las alcances del diseño. La divulgación del trabajo de Clara Porset,’ in Museo Franz 

Meyer (ed.), Inventando un México modern: El diseño de Clara Porset, Mexico City, Turner, 2006, pp. 63-65; 

Mallet, ‘Pioneros del gusto,’ p. 362. 
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Diaria exhibition. In this regard, during the 1950s Porset remained critical of Mexican industrialists 

who, despite Mexico having produced some of the richest and most varied popular art in the world, 

she felt had mostly did ‘nothing more than produce objects that end up being repulsive for their lack 

of respect for function and the material of the form.’28  

Porset publically framed such frustrations with Mexican industry though reference to foreign 

influence, more so than to the failure of left-wing hopes of the 1930s and 1940s in the potential of a 

progressive national bourgeoisie to serve as an ally in a cross-class alliance to industrialize Mexico.29 

In the catalogue for El Arte en la Vida Diaria, she complained about the response from industrialists 

whose participation she had tried and mostly failed to secure for the exhibition. Porset connected 

what she saw as the contempt toward Mexican consumers displayed by such industrialists with 

broader problems of foreign economic and cultural domination of the country. Porset wrote of 

meeting a foreign plastics manufacturer who dismissed the exhibition as a waste of time.  She also 

recalled a conversation with a Mexican representative of a foreign manufacturer of metal furniture 

and utensils, for whom she used a derogatory term for Mexicans who left the country and became 

Americanized when describing him as ‘speaking in pocho.’ 30 Such executives, Porset argued, did not 

consider as relevant to their companies’ work the cultural pursuits of the Mexicans who happened 

to be making them rich.  

The one high profile project in which Porset was able to translate her political belief in the 

power of good design to raise popular living standards into professional practice was the ambitious 

Centro Urbano Presidente Alemán (CUPA) housing project built for public employees by the Director 

of Civil Pensions. Designed by architect Mario Pani and opening in Coyoacán, Mexico City in 1949, 

this complex featured more than 1,000 apartments spread across a group of six buildings.31 Porset 

was hired to design low cost furniture especially suited to the interior spaces of the apartments to 

be offered for sale to the complex’s new residents. In her correspondence from the period, Porset 

expressed particular satisfaction that, despite the frustrations both projects involved, with the CUPA 

and El Arte en la Vida Diaria she was finally able to combine her work and politics in projects that 

were of great interest to her.32 

Despite the ambition of the CUPA project to combine architecture and interior design in the 

planning of public housing developments and much to Porset’s dismay, the vast majority of residents 

either could not afford or did not want to purchase the complete sets of Porset-designed furniture. 

The CUPA’s residents in fact subverted Porset’s best efforts at promoting a “cultura de vivienda” by 

bringing old, bulky furnishings with them that did not conform to Porset’s ideas of modern order, 

function, and good taste.33  On the one hand, Porset blamed the government for failing to encourage 
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 Porset, ‘Arte e industria,’ p. 226. 
29

 Barry Carr, Marxism and Communism in Twentieth-Century Mexico, Lincoln, University of  Nebraska Press, 

1992,  p. 154. 
30

 Porset, ‘El Diseño en México,’ p. 15. 
31

 Merles, p. 180. 
32

 Letters from Clara Porset to José Antonio Portuondo, Mexico City,  May 2, 1948 and December 29, 1952, 

Fondo José Antonio Portuondo, Instituto de Literatura y Lingüstica, Havana, Cuba. 
33

 In a similar fashion to the Centro Urbano Presidente Alemán, designers and architects led by socialist 

architect Ernst May collaborated on the Neue Frankfurt project to create simple, functional, and flexible living 

areas accompanied with a catalogue of furniture designed especially for these spaces. For the Frankfurt social 

housing, specially scaled furniture was also designed to fit the small spaces, which Dutch designer and architect 

Mart Stam described in a similar fashion to Porset’s CUPA furniture as light, mobile, and on a human scale. 
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the use of her custom-designed furnishings. She also, however, expressed disappointment that the 

residents themselves seemed resistant to good design.34 All in all, Porset reflected in 1953, with the 

CUPA ‘Mexico lost its first opportunity to confront in an integral fashion the problem of low-cost 

housing.’35 

Rather than as a solution to raising popular living standards and culture, by the 1950s the 

prestige of Porset’s designs and of modern functionalist design and architecture in Mexico more 

broadly was primarily associated with their ability to serve as a signifier of the progressive values of 

the postrevolutionary state and a relatively wealthy, “cultivated” few in the middle and upper 

classes.36 The development of functionalism in Mexico in this context reinforced French sociologist 

Jean Baudrillard’s criticism of the Bauhaus and modern design more generally for not so much 

liberating the design of objects from needless flourishes based on fashion but instead incorporating 

an increasing range of mundane objects into systems of fashion through a ‘universal semantization 

of the environment in which everything becomes the object of a calculus of function and of 

signification.’37 In regards to post-revolutionary Mexico, Tenorio Trillo specifically critiqued what 

came to signify “authentic” Mexican interiors as a ‘kind of modern kitsch’ that, over time, ‘like the 

bombastic [pre-revolutionary] Porfirian interiors… became a matter of possession, of exquisite 

collectors and fancy craftsmanship.’38 

The most prominent showcase of modern Mexican domestic architecture that arose in mid-

century Mexico was the Jardines del Pedregal development, overseen by architects Luis Barragán 

and Max Cetto and carved into the lava fields to the south of Mexico City beginning in the late 

1940s. The use of volcanic imagery in its promotion and design turned the apparent disadvantage of 

the barren and rocky landscape into an asset, with the development symbolically framed as a 

uniquely visceral representation of the connection between Mexico’s primordial roots symbolized by 

the volcano and its modern present symbolized by the modernist houses constructed upon it.39 

Indeed, Barragán consulted with pioneer of post-revolutionary aesthetics and self-proclaimed 

vulcanologist Dr Atl (Gerardo Murillo) when crafting his vision for the development.40 Porset also 

collaborated with prominent architects to furnish several homes in this development. These homes 

included that of architect Enrique Yáñez, another committed socialist who justified his move to the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Porset’s description of the aims and challenges of those working on the CUPA strongly echoed those of the 

modernist designers and government officials who worked together in the promotion of a new Wohnkultur 

(dwelling culture) in Weimar-era Germany. Indeed, Porset described her attempt at the CUPA to promote a 

‘cultura de vivienda,’ a fairly direct Spanish translation of wohnkultur.  Greg Castillo, Cold War on the Home 

Front: The Soft Power of Midcentury Design, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 2010, pp. 9-10; John 

Robert Mullin, ‘City Planning in Frankfurt, Germany, 1925-1932: A Study in Practical Utopianism,’ Journal of 

Urban History, vol. 4, no. 1 (November 1977), pp. 4-13. 
34

 Clara Porset, ‘Diseño viviente. Hacia una expresión propia en el mueble’ Espacios, no.16 (July 1953), p. 41. 
35

 Ibid. 
36

 Rafael López Rangel, ‘Algunos antecedents sobre el funcionalismo arquitectónico y el pensamiento de 

Hannes Meyer en México,’ in Alexandrina Escudero (ed.), Apuntes para la historia y crítica de la arquitectura 

mexicana del siglo XX: 1900-1980, vol. 1, Mexico City, Secretaria de Educación Pública, 1982, pp. 193-194. 
37

 Jean Baudrillard, For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign, St. Louis, Telos Press, 1981, p. 185. 
38

 Tenorio Trillo, I Speak of the City, p. 78. 
39

 Alfonso Pérez-Méndez and Alejandro Aptilon, Las Casa del Pedregal, 1947-1968, Mexico City, Editorial 

Gustavo Gil, 2007, pp. 12-13. 
40

 Pérez-Méndez and Aptilon, p. 13; Marc Treib, ‘A Setting for Solitude: The Landscape of Luis Barragán,’ in 

Federica Zanco (ed.), Luis Barragán: The Quiet Revolution, Milan, Skira, 2001, p. 125. 
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Jardines del Pedregal as being ‘due to the stimulation that the environment produced as a work of 

nationalist expression.’41 

Located near and constructed roughly concurrently to the grand social and educational project 

of the Ciudad Universitaria, the Jardines del Pedregal is most emblematic of the development of 

functionalism as fashion and what architect Alejandro Hernández described as ‘another vision of 

architectural modernity, refined and stripped of its desire for social redemption.’42 Anthropologist 

Guillermo Bonfil Batalla in his classic 1987 polemical work México Profundo further cited the Jardines 

del Pedregal as emblematic of a post-revolutionary modernism that symbolized an elite aloofness 

from rather than identification with the concerns and culture of everyday Mexicans. Referencing the 

denunciation by Mexican functionalists of earlier ornate, historical revivalist architectural styles in 

Mexico City’s wealthier neighborhoods of the 1920s to the 1940s, Bonfil argued that in the decades 

following the Mexican Revolution, the new “revolutionary” ‘beautiful people’ simply retreated to 

their own new enclaves that ‘moved from colonial, Middle Eastern (siriolibanés) styles to the new 

fortresses of the Pedregal de San Angel.’43  

In a 1952 article for Espacios, Porset already seemed conscious of these dynamics of 

functionalist design in Mexico when stating that ‘good design has been restricted to the extremes of 

the economic scale – a wealthy, cultivated class and peasants who were largely outside the 

consumer economy.’ What Porset described as ´the bulk of poor workers and professionals,’ 

meanwhile, simply made do with bad design ´that they accept because their taste had been 

prostituted by the mediocre propaganda of the commercial press, radio and cinema.’44  

Reaching the peak of her career within the context of the early Cold War when battles 

between the United States and Soviet Union were often fought in the sphere of cultural production 

in Latin America and elsewhere, Porset had remained committed to communism and was clearly 

aligned with the Soviet Union. This allegiance was most notably expressed by her attendance of the 

pro-Soviet World Assembly for Peace in Helsinki in 1955, travelling onward to Moscow, China, and 

Georgia as a guest of the Soviet government agency the VOKS, or All-Union Society for Cultural 

Relations with Foreign Countries.45 Porset’s attempts to adapt “traditional” Mexican designs and 

materials to international modern design principles also echoed the socialist realist method, 

described by architectural scholar Catherine Cooke as a ‘constant pursuit of new syntheses between 

those elements of tradition… and of its own period… which are considered ideologically progressive 

within the culture at its current state of socialist development.’46 However, whatever her political 

beliefs, in practise Porset was mostly sought out by relatively wealthy private clients for work that 

had little broader social impact. 

While Porset reached perhaps the peak of her professional career during the 1950s, her 

private correspondence reveals increasing alienation from her work. As early as 1950, she wrote to 
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p. 178. 
44
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friend Cuban intellectual José Antonio Portuondo in regard to her articles and designs, stating that 

‘the result of what I do (to the point of exhaustion) is known by the copy editor or, when I design, by 

the odd snob.’47 In April 1956, Porset wrote to friend and author Anna Seghers in the German 

Democratic Republic to describe being recently overcome by a malaise that had been preventing her 

from working and this malaise, Porset said, was caused by a desire ‘to do anything that would get 

me out of the daily contact I must have with people I do not respect and for whom it is painful to 

give the best the I can do.’ 48  

Like many on the left in Latin America, Porset was drawn to the cause of the Cuban Revolution 

following its victory in 1959 and wound down her practice in Mexico to work on projects in the 

country that served as the new beacon for the left in Latin America.49 While it did not end her career 

in Mexico, this effectively signified the end of her high-profile role as a designer and advocate for the 

development of industrial design in Mexico. When in 1964 disagreements over the supervision of a 

Cuban design school she was tasked with creating led to her permanent return to Mexico, Porset 

found little had changed since the Arte en la Vida Diaria exhibition twelve years earlier. In 1966, she 

thus wrote to friend Martha Dodd still in Cuba lamenting that she was again forced to work for 

individual clients as Mexican industrialists continued to show contempt for their consumers, 

preferring to plagiarize foreign designs rather than pay Mexicans for original ones.50 For the 

remainder of her career, Porset continued working on private projects and as a teacher at the CIDI, 

perhaps achieving her greatest social impact in the training of a new generation of Mexican 

designers and the stipulation in her will that a scholarship fund be created from her estate for 

female designers in Mexico. 

 

Conclusion 

Clara Porset’s experiences as an undoubted pioneer of modern design in Mexico capture the 

evolution of post-revolutionary Mexico’s cultural and political scene more broadly from the perhaps 

always-naive radical optimism of the 1930s to the increasing political conservatism and economic 

inequality hidden behind a revolutionary façade of the 1950s and 1960s. Porset’s perspective on 

Mexican culture reflected that of an outsider who arrived during Mexico’s “long cosmopolitan 

summer” and relatively successfully integrated into the national and transnational political, artistic, 

and intellectual networks that were flowing through Mexico City into the 1950s. Her pieces of 

furniture were successful in aesthetically capturing a symbolic reverence for the indigenous, rural 

and popular that infused the modernization projects of the post-revolutionary state during this 

period.  

Yet, despite her best intentions, few Mexicans ever owned a piece of Porset-designed 

furniture or read her thoughts on the importance of good design. Instead, Porset faced industrialists 

and a state that were largely disinterested in pursuing social and cultural change by bringing 
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“efficiency and art into the daily circumstances of everyone.” Her butaques and escultóricos may 

have been prized by inhabitants of the “functionalist fortresses” of the Jardines del Pedregal by the 

1950s, but they remained largely ignored by and irrelevant to the daily lives of those inhabiting 

developments such as the Centro Urbano Presidente Alemán. As revolutionary nationalism itself 

increasingly served as a discourse of simulation designed to sustain the popular appearance of an 

increasingly unequal economic and political system, Porset’s thoroughly modern and revolutionary 

nationalist “good design” also became a fashion that expressed rather than levelled differences in 

class and culture. 


