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ABSTRACT

To talk about the pioneers who founded a
profession as design in Latin America, is also to
talk about an environment complicated by the
rejection and a lack of understanding which
doesn’t privilege innovation or aesthetic
renovation of the products used by society in daily
life; even more complicated was when the actors
facing this situation were women. This was the
case of Clara Porset in Mexico and Lina Bo Bardi in
Brazil. Both during the years 1930 through 1940
starting their work as emigrant women escaping
from an adverse political climate and achieving in
such a short time a historically transcendent
professional success.

This will be enough to confirm why lately the
figure of both pioneers have grown to an
international level, but in this text there will be
emphasized also the spirit who lead their work
defending an activism in pro of social and cultural
values.

Clara Porset did it conceiving furniture and chairs
inspired in concepts originated in popular culture,
and today are the best example of modern design,
but she also was a woman who practiced an
important activism defending her particular
ideology to support a design with a social
character through its political affiliation, through
print, conferences and a promotion which
concluded with her participation in the famous
contest Organic Design celebrated in 1940
organized by MoMA, in New York, and the
exposition El Arte en la Vida Diaria, opened in the
Fine Arts Palace in México City, 1952.

Lina Bo Bardi, also developed an outstanding work
designing furniture, and her architectonic work
left a deep mark into brazilian culture; but also,
her integration with the society through her
activism reflected in exhibitions, publishing,
scenography, and cultural programs in benefit of

popular communities, taking her to be recognized
as an exceptional professional woman and
promoter of social initiatives.

In this text is analysed the impact and originality
of the activity of both extraordinary women, icons
of Latin American design, facing a complex
surrounding frequently adverse.

WOMEN DESIGN PIONEERS IN LATIN AMERICA.
CLARA PORSET AND LINA BO BARDI: ACTIVISM
DIRECTED TO SOCIAL AND CULTURAL VALUES.

To speak of the pioneers who founded the design
profession in Latin America is tantamount to
speaking of circumstances made complicated by
the rejection or misunderstanding of a system
where aesthetic innovation and renewal of
products used by society on a daily basis were not
favored. This situation became even more
complicated by the women who decided not to
surrender to the role they were assigned by a
cultural system ruled by norms, establishing for
them an education with limits and very strict
social goals which, in general terms, was confined

to raising them for marriage and childbearing.

The Western world has not since long begun to
acknowledge the significance of the professional
work of some women who in the 20" century
carried out an extraordinary body of work, worthy
of transcendence in the history of design culture.

This, however, has been perhaps an untimely




recognition, because of their having lived in the
shadow of also extraordinary men who, given the
circumstances of the time, eclipsed them and left
their rightful

acknowledgement by society

pending, even after their death.

Suffice it to mention some names to reveal the
importance of these facts: Lilly Reich behind Mies
Van der Rohe; Charlotte Perriand in the shadow of
Le Corbusier; Lucia Moholy behind Laszlo Moholy-
Nagy, and Aino Marsio behind Alvar Aalto.

Ray and Charles Eames
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Lucienne and Robin Day

Just a few couples among design pioneers
revealed themselves early on as an emotionally
and professionally balanced binomial personality:
Charles and Ray Eames, Robin and Lucienne Day
or Josef and Anni Albers. They knew how to work
in harmony and mutual respect and were
acknowledged as professional couples by their
society and by the greatest in the history of design
Pioneers of product design in Latin America in the
first half of the 20" century were scarce. As
mentioned, producers of industrialized consumer
goods refused to invest in new designs, living off
copies or the authorized reproduction of the
goods they marketed. Development of utilitarian
objects with accessible technology and low
production rates, such as furniture, thus became
the option for design enthusiasts. It was not rare
for furniture to be handcrafted in small series or
developed as a single prototype to satisfy a

customer.

If we add to this the fact that a great number of
pioneers were linked to architecture, it may be
of furniture

understood why the creation



integrated to inhabitable spaces prevailed in the
origins of industrial and product design. If men
who engaged in this activity were counted, it was
exceptional to find women such as those whom |

discuss in this text.

I will talk about Clara Porset in Mexico and Lina Bo
Bardi in Brazil. Both began their work in the 30s
and 40s as immigrant women running away from
an adverse political climate and both achieved in a
short time a professional success that has gone far
in history. Both designers always revealed similar
ideological profiles in the meaning they imprinted
on their projects, as well as admiration and
respect for the cultures that gave them the
opportunity to share their talent with the
communities that had accepted them after their

arrival.

For a better appraisal of their work, we need to
delve closer to understand why they were as they
were and why they deserve the historical worth

they have today.

Lina Bo Bardi

Clara Porset Dumas

Clara Porset Dumas (1895-1981) was born in
Cuba. She majored in arts and architecture in New
York and Paris. Not content with her education,
she first managed for Josef Albers, the renowned
former professor of the Bauhaus school, to be her
instructor at Black Mountain College in the United
States and afterwards a long-life magnificent
friend. Her passion for architecture and design in
face of the mediocre expressions prevailing in
material culture, and a nature that always led her
to express her repudiation for the oppressive
governments of Cuba, gave her no choice but to
take refuge for a time in the United States and to
head in 1936 to a post-revolutionary Mexico,
experiencing the intense cultural reform directed
to the leftist ideology promoted by president

Lazaro Cardenas.

The space Clara found in what would become her
new homeland was favorable to begin a
professional body of work directed to promoting a

new discipline, industrial design, which was just




starting to take its place in the world and which
was practically unknown in Latin America. Because
she was a cultured woman and the only one with
great professional capability to manage interior
design and furniture design, she quickly became
the nucleus of a whirlwind of creativity, starting
with the fortunate relation with whom would later
become her hushand, painter Xavier Guerrero, as
well as with the great muralists Diego Rivera, José
Clemente Orozco and David Alfaro Siqueiros, and
prominent architects of the Mexican School, such
as Juan O’Gorman and Luis Barragan. Her best
influence, however, which she acknowledged as
such in her education, was her friendship and
ideological interaction with the former director of
the Bauhaus School, Hannes Meyer, who lived in
Mexico from 1939 to 1949 with his wife Lena.
Likewise, the multitudinous generation of exiled
intellectuals and writers who arrived in Mexico,
fleeing from Europe, with whom she had a close
relationship, acted as a source of knowledge and
encouragement to consolidate her professional
activities. Among them, Anna Seghers, one of the
most important German narrators in the 20"
century —who arrived in Mexico to elude Nazi
persecution— became Clara’s best spokeswoman
and friend and gave firmness to Clara’s principles

in her new surroundings.

Clara was an activist in every sense of the word.
From the ideological point of view, she knew how
to express herself the same by writing, by lectures
or in the street; she was for several years a

militant for the Mexican Communist Party, the

League of Revolutionary Artists and Writers and
the Association of Friends of Communist China.
The peak of her activism took place during the
Cuban Revolution in 1959. She immediately
volunteered and left to Cuba where she worked
almost four years with the support of Fidel Castro
and under the guidance of Che Guevara designing
furniture for schools and cultural and service
institutions, as well as planning what would be the

first school of Industrial Design in her country.

Clara Porset exiled
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Clara at the Mexican Communist Party






















