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MEXICAN AWAKENING

[DEK]

A nascent market for mid-century Mexican furniture stirs from a 50-year slumber. Is it strong enough to ignite a new modern rage?

[BYLINE]

Jorge S. Arango

[TEXT—1,086 words]

Last December at Wright in Chicago, when the hammer fell on a 1960s Pepe Mendoza occasional table, the bidding had reeled in more than $8,000, considerably exceeding its $3,000-to-$5,000 estimate. At a Los Angeles Modern Auctions (LAMA) sale two days before, bidding stopped more reasonably (just under $4,300) for a pair of circa 1955 Arturo Pani lounge chairs with an identical estimate.

What’s that you say? Who are Pepe Mendoza and Arturo Pani? As design-savvy as you may be, you could be forgiven for your lack of recognition. Both were Mexican mid-century designers, and although Pani was the brother of internationally renowned architect Mario Pani, neither is likely to produce the “Ah, yes of course” reaction elicited by names like Eames or Saarinen. At least not yet. If a handful of galleries and auction houses are onto something, however, Mexican 20th century design may be the next big thing. 

“It’s a weird anomaly in the market that it hasn’t received more attention,” believes Nicholas Kilner, creative director of Sebastian+Barquet gallery in New York, who showed nothing but Mexican mid-century furniture at Art Basel Miami last year. “Mexico has an impressive modern history. There was a vivid avant-garde around Frida and Diego.”

Fueled by Marxist ideology and mexicanidad—the Mexican sense of pre-Columbian identity that arose after the revolution—the country emerged as a Latin American-flavored incubator of modernist thought in the 1930s. The Bauhaus diaspora was flooding the capital with its refugees, among them Hannes Meyer, Josef and Anni Albers, Mies van der Rohe, Michael van Buren and Klaus Grabe. Notions of egalitarian, coolly rational design enthralled the country’s architects and designers. Luis Barragán traveled to Paris to attend Le Corbusier’s lectures. The architect Juan O’Gorman—who designed the adjoining studios of Kahlo and Rivera—became almost messianic about rationalism, creating spare-box structures all over Mexico City. Clara Porset, a Cuban designer who fled the Machado dictatorship and settled in Mexico, studied with Albers at Black Mountain College. Another designer, Diego Matthai, was a pupil of Mathias Goeritz, whose own work was heavily influenced by the Bauhaus.

So why is the importance of furniture produced in this fertile intellectual environment from the 1930s through the 1960s only now coming to light? One issue lays with the country of origin itself, says Ana Elena Mallet, a leading scholar of Mexican modern design. “There are no literary or academic references to Mexican design in the 20th century,” she maintains. There are no curricula at Mexican universities either. “They deal more with technical innovation than history. We’re still fighting to conserve many of the historical modern buildings from the first part of the century. Design is just not recognized as an art form in Mexico.”

Mallet has been passionately trying to rectify the situation by organizing exhibitions and developing scholarship. Her book Vida y Diseño en Mexico Siglo XX (Life and Design in 20th Century Mexico) remains the seminal text on the subject. But she’s had a time of it. “Most galleries aren’t willing to invest in shows and publications,” she says. “They just want to sell.” It took her four years of soliciting institutions to finally place an exhibition about Michael van Buren at Museo Franz Mayer, Mexico City’s decorative arts and design museum (it promises a June opening).

Despite these challenges, galleries like Sebastian+Barquet, as well as Downtown and Blackman Cruz in Los Angeles, have been stocking up on Mexican 20th century design. And pieces are turning up at auctions across the country. “Many times, when something is rediscovered, it’s dealers who begin collecting it,” explains Peter Loughrey, founder of LAMA. “The market eventually catches up with them.”

Adam Blackman and David Cruz were early on the scene, showing pieces as far back as 1993. “I’m from Mexico and I grew up with modern furniture,” says Cruz, acknowledging that the primary market is still on the West Coast. “The houses are more suited to it here in terms of scale. It fits well. And the pieces have a certain glamour to them. It’s a new take on modernism.”

This new take is a considerable market driver, believes Carina Villinger, senior specialist/vice president for 20th century decorative art and design at Christie’s. “Traditionally, the modern market is more focused toward Europe. But now that those markets have been appreciated and researched, people are looking to others.” Christie’s recently sold a Barragán lounge chair and stool for $13,500 and, in 2008, a Michael van Beuren chaise for $18,750.

The furniture tends to fall into two general camps: early work influenced by neoclassicism, which catered to the Mexican bourgeoisie; and austere, Bauhaus- and International Style-influenced furniture that appealed to intellectuals and a young entrepreneurial class. Arturo Pani and the French-born brothers Roberto and Mito Block belong to the former. Highly successful interior decorators, they became known primarily for their ironwork, mostly produced during the ’40s and ’50s. The French precedents are clear. Blackman mistook the first Pani piece he encountered for an André Arbus, and Richard Wright at Wright compares some of Pani’s work to Jean Royère. The difference, says Downtown’s Wilson, is scale. “They’re beefed up. I’d call them French on steroids.”

The more rigorously modern designers included Barragán and Porset, as well as William Spratling, van Beuren and architects like Pedro Ramírez Vázquez, Diego Matthai (both still working today) and Francisco Artigas. Alexander Heminway, Phillips de Pury’s director of design, says the appeal of this furniture lies in “its sturdiness and warmth of materials.” People like Barragán, he explains, were “absorbing the modernist ideas but melding them with the craft traditions of Mexico. It’s very human, local and loyal to Mexican tradition.”

Then there are idiosyncratic figures like Italian-born Pedro Friedeberg (his iconic Hand chair defies categorization) and American Don Shoemaker (whose quirky designs celebrate indigenous woods like cocobolo and resemble some of the Brazilian modernist work). Indeed, the far-flung origins of many of these practitioners begs the question: Can this furniture really be called Mexican? “So much of it was a response to Mexico’s visual identity,” avers Kilner. “They were responding to something fundamentally Mexican.”

Or as Porset wrote: “The climate and degree of social, economic and technical development of a nation necessarily determines the material that is used, the kind of production, and the very form. If you add to this the igniting force of cultural heritage, especially when it is as powerful as it is in Mexico, what results is a national expression…[that] can lead finally, and on its own merits, to have international value.”

[SIDEBAR 1—175 words]
AGAINST THE GRAIN or MODERNIST SCHMODERNIST

Pedro Friedeberg could never resist tweaking convention. His famous Hand chair, which debuted in 1963, was, he says, “a protest” against the rationalism of the cerebral Mexican modernists. Inspired in equal parts by surrealism and fragments of monumental classical sculpture encountered in Rome, the chair became a lightning rod for debate. Critics who appreciated the Pop ethos of Claes Oldenberg and Andy Warhol hailed it. But, he remembers, “To many it looked horrible, especially to the machista culture of Mexico. To sit in it, to put one’s behind in a hand, felt unmasculine.”

The chair’s renewed popularity seems to vindicate the artist who, at 75, has just been honored with a retrospective at Mexico City’s Museo del Palacio de Bellas Artes.  “Modern design is living a kind of mannerism,” Friedeberg says, citing the concurrent rage for work by Claude and François-Xavier Lalanne (especially after Christie’s Yves Saint Laurent and Pierre Bergé auction and the death of Claude last year). 

“I always hated good taste, from whatever culture,” declares Friedeberg. “I find bad taste more interesting.”

[SIDEBAR 2—552 words]
THE PLAYERS

Francisco Artigas (1916-96)—A Miesian-inspired architect who created furniture for his experimental projects, his chunky modernist pieces are fairly scarce.

Luis Barragán (1902-88)—Unquestionably desirable, though some claim Porset was the actual author of his furniture. “It’s a tricky question,” admits Nicholas Kilner at Sebastian+Barquet. “There are no drawings of his furniture designs in his archives.” Yet Kilner cites the famous Casa Prieto, whose owners Barragán barred from using their old furnishings. “He even melted down the family silver and had it recast. A man who would go to those lengths—it seems unlikely he wouldn’t design the furniture.”

Roberto and Mito Block  (1920s-?)—Decorators with offices on trendy Paseo de la Reforma, they peddled an elegant, streamlined neoclassicism: Greek key motifs, tapered forms; primarily metalwork, sometimes with églomisé.

Pedro Friedeberg (1936-  )—The surrealistic prankster of the period, his work is often at auction and is handled by many galleries around the world. www.pedrofriedeberg.com 

Diego Matthai (1945-  )—Architect and designer, often incorporating modern materials such as chrome into vernacular Mexican forms. www.matthai.net 

Pepe Mendoza (????- )—Information about this designer is sketchy. Supposedly he ran a foundry in Mexico that made decorative hardware. His work is characterized by a cloisonné-type technique, as well as, says Alexander Heminway at Phillips de Pury, “elaborate metalwork and exuberant forms.” He may have produced hardware for California modernist designers Jerome and Evelyn Ackerman in the 1960s.

Arturo Pani (1915-81)—The most classical of the lot, often using luxurious materials like gilded bronze. Downtown’s Robert Wilson says Pani was “like Albert Hadley or someone of that stature.”

Clara Porset (1895-1981)—As important as Barragán, say Kilner, though “it’s incredibly rare to come across furniture of hers.” Scholar Ana Elena Mallet says Porset did very limited pieces, and they were largely not appreciated in Mexico, despite her great international acclaim at the time (her furniture for Acapulco’s Pierre Marqués hotel was given away when it was remodeled). Known for channeling Mexican folk culture into modern forms, “She did what Robsjohn-Gibbings did, but with Mayan furniture,” says Wilson.

Don Shoemaker (????-  )—An American living in Michoacán in the 1960s, he made organic modern furniture from native Mexican woods like cocobolo, caoba, pine and tropical walnut. “Twelve years ago there were no Shoemakers, and suddenly there are tons,” says Mallet. The reason? “The family is actually producing new editions but selling them as old ones.” They’re well done, she concedes, but an experienced eye can see they’re made with wood species and nails Shoemaker would never have used.

Willliam Spratling (1900-67)—Like the silver of this beloved and very collectible American ex-pat, his furniture is inspired by pre-Colombian forms. His furniture is extremely rare.

Michael van Buren (1911-2005)—Mallet calls him “the first industrial designer for the Mexican middle class.” This former Bauhaus student manufactured furniture in Mexico under the “Muebles van Beuren” and “Domus” trademarks. A chaise longe he designed with Klaus Grabe and Morely Webb won first prize at “Organic Design in Home Furnishings,” a 1941 MoMA competition. It was reproduced by Bloomingdales and sold for $69.98.

Pedro Ramírez Vázquez (1919-   )—Well-known architect of many public, religious and government structures in Mexico City, his furniture designs don’t often appear at auction. His Equipal chair, estimated at $9,000-$12,000, failed to sell last December at Wright.

[SIDEBAR 3—TK words]

FOR MORE INFORMATION

Vida y Diseño en Mexico Siglo XX (Life and Design in 20th Century Mexico). By Ana Elena Mallet et al. A new print run of 3,000 accompanied a Banamex-sponsored exhibition the ended in February. Plans to translate it did not materialize. To inquire about the new edition: www.banamex.com/esp/filiales/fomento_cultural/index.htm 

Clara Porset’s Design: Creating a Modern Mexico, by Clara Porset. Available through www.amazon.com
[COVER CAPTION]
PEDRO FRIEDEBERG settee, 1963

Carved and painted wood, gilt, steel and hide

(Courtesy of Wright)

[CAPTION 1, pp. 1-2]
Downtown’s booth at last year’s Los Angeles Antiques Show exhibited iron tables and chairs by Artuor Pani, upholstered neoclassical sofa and armchairs by Roberto Block, and other furnishings.

[CAPTIONS, p. 3, top to bottom]
ROBERTO AND MITO BLOCK Console

Gilded iron base and églomisé top, 1940s

Pepe Mendoza occasional tables

Brass, copper laminate and ceramic, 1960

[CAPTIONS, p. 4, top to bottom]
ARTURO PANI 

Sheaf of Wheat table (right) and sconces (below left)

Gilded iron and glass, 1940s

Hand-forged Chair (below middle)

Gilded iron, 1940s

Ottomans (below right)

?????

[CAPTIONS, p. 5, top to bottom]

CLARA PORSET, Sillón Totonaca

Wood and upholstery, 1950s-60s

(Courtesy of Fomento Cultural Banamex, A.C.)

ARTURO PANI, X-Back Chair

Mahogany, upholstery, bronze nail-head, 1940s

(Courtesy of Downtown)

LUIS BARRGAN, “Barcelona” chair and stool

Wood and leather, 1950s

(Courtesy of Christie’s) CK

[CAPTIONS, p. 6, top to bottom]
MICHAEL VAN BEUREN

Domus chair

Wood and upholstery, 1950

(Courtesy of Ana Elena Mallet) CK

Furniture from Domus’s Pine line

Pine and upholstery, 1957

(Courtesy of Ana Elena Mallet) CK

MICHAEL VAN BEUREN, KLAUS GRABE & MORLEY WEBB, Daybed

Primavera wood and leather, 1941

(Courtesy of Christie’s)

[CAPTIONS, p. 7, top to bottom]
ROBERTO & MITO BLOCK 

Occasional table

Gilded bronze and glass, 1940s

(Courtesy of Downtown)

Coffee table detail

(Courtesy of Downtown)

Coffee table

Gilt bronze and églomisé, 1940s

(Courtesy of Downtown)

[CAPTIONS, p. 8, top to bottom]
PEDRO FRIEDEBERG settee, 1963

Carved and painted wood, gilt, steel and hide

(Courtesy of Wright)

[CAPTIONS, p. 9, top to bottom]
ARTURO PANI, Occasional tables

Gilt and enameled steel, and marble, 1970

(Courtesy of Wright)

PEDRO RAMIREZ VAZQUEZ, Equipal Chair

Chrome-plated steel and leather, 1964

(Courtesy of Wright)

[CAPTIONS, p. 10, top to bottom]
DON SHOEMAKER

Chair

Wood and rush, c.????

(Courtesy of Fomento Cultural Banamex, A.C.)

Bookends

Rosewood, 1960s

(Courtesy of Downtown)

Stool

Rosewood and leather, 1960s

(Courtesy of Phillips de Pury)

