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Adolfo Best-Maugardõs Influence on  
the Art and Aesthetics of Katherine Anne Porter  
 

By Beth Alvarez, University of Maryland 

 

This essay, translated into Spanish, originally appeared in Adolfo Best 

Maugard: La Espiral del Arte (Mexico City/Cuernavaca: Museo del 

Palacio de Bellas Artes/Centro Cultural Jardin Borda, 2016). The 

monograph is the exhibition catalog for a retrospective exhibit of Best 

Maugardôs work exhibited in Cuernavaca and Mexico City in 2016.  

 

Among Katherine Anne Porterôs papers at the University of Maryland 

Libraries is a curious flier. Printed in black on one sheet of light green 

heavy paper to form four pages, the front page states, ñM. KNOEDLER 

& CO., ANNOUNCE AN EXHIBITION OF TEMPERA PAINTINGS, 

MEXICAN IN CHARACTER BY ADOLFO BEST-MAUGARD, 

DECEMBER 1st TO 13th.ò Above this statement appears a reproduction 

of one of Best-Maugardôs paintings. Inside the flier on two facing pages 

titled ñCATALOGUE,ò the thirty-five paintings of the exhibition are 

listed.
1
 This announcement is an important piece of evidence that links 

Porter to Adolfo Best-Maugard. It substantiates Porterôs claim that she 

first journeyed to Mexico in 1920 at the urging of Best-Maugard, whom 

she had met in Greenwich Village after her move there in October 1919. 

 

In early April 1920, Porter reported that she was collaborating with Best-

Maugard on a Mexican ballet for Anna Pavlova. Among Porterôs 

correspondence of April-August 1920 are references to her work on 

ballet-pantomimes with Best-Maugard, both for Pavlova and for Adolph 

Bolm.
2
 Porterôs version of the outcome of her collaboration on the 

Pavlova ballet was that it was not performed in New York in 1920 

because the city fire authorities refused to sanction the production as 

Best-Maugardôs scenery was painted, according to Mexican practice, on 

paper.
3 
The cancelling of the balletôs 1920 New York performance can 

be verified in contemporary reviews of Pavlovaôs New York tour.
4
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Katherine Anne Porter in the dress of ña town Indian 

woman,ò Mexico City, Mexico, July-August 1930. 
Katherine Anne Porter Papers, Series 12, Box 3, Item 1035, 

Special Collections and University Archives, University of 

Maryland Libraries.  
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ñM. Knoedler & Co. Announce an Exhibition of Tempera Paintings Mexican in Character by 
Adolfo Best-Maugard, December 1st to 13th.ò Katherine Anne Porter Papers, Series 7, Box 8, 

Programsð(Exhibitions), Special Collections and University Archives, University of 
Maryland Libraries. 
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This ballet-pantomime work was probably one of the 

immediate causes of Porterôs first visit to Mexico. 

Porterôs notes from her first week in Mexico City in 

November 1920 suggest that among the prominent 

reasons for her visit was to prepare a ballet-

pantomime for the festivities planned for the 

centenary of Mexican independence in September 

1921.
5
 

 

Mexico had a salutary effect on Porterôs writing. Her 

first review in the English section of El Heraldo de 

Mexico, ñBlasco Ibanez on óMexico in Revolution,ôò
6
 

unlike the journalism and short fiction she previously 

published, is recognizably the work of the artist 

known as Katherine Anne Porter. The transformation 

in Porterôs fiction that took place between August 

1920 and December 1922 is remarkable.
7
 In this 

period of a little over two years, Porter 

metamorphosed from an ordinary or competent writer 

into an artist. One of the most crucial variables had to 

be her first two trips to Mexico. Important to those 

first two visits was her interaction with and exposure 

to Mexican art and artists notably Adolfo Best-

Maugard, who was directly responsible for Porterôs 

decision to travel to Mexico in 1920. 

 

Porter arrived in Mexico City on 6 November 1920,
8
 

roughly two weeks before her review of Blasco 

Ibanezôs Mexico in Revolution appeared. Porter 

produced reviews of books, magazines, and music as 

well as occasional pieces for El Heraldo de Mexicoôs 

English language section through 25 December when 

the section disappeared. By 31 December 1920, 

Porter was embarked on another journalistic 

endeavor, managing editor and contributor to the 

Magazine of Mexico. Financed by a group of wealthy 

American businessmen for the purpose of promoting 

American business and development in Mexico, the 

magazineôs March 1921 issue marked Porterôs debut 

and is notable in reaffirming her connection to Best-

Maugard. Although the lead article by Porter is 

devoted to President Alvaro Obregon (ñThe New 

Man and the New Orderò), a photographic essay on 

Adolfo Best-Maugard takes a prominent position 

among the articles urging and encouraging American 

investment in Mexico (ñMexican Artist Interprets 

Mexicoò). The text for this piece, presumably by 

Porter, consists of captions for the photographs: a 

photograph of Best-Maugard followed by 

reproductions of three of his works.   

Adolfo Best-Maugard, who has created an art 

form founded on the use of Aztec primitive 

designs as they are found on temples, potteries 

and fresco carvings in the ruins of ancient 

Mexico. With these motifs as a base, Mr. Best 

has done brilliant work both in tempera and 

oils, his designs being of a high fantastic 

quality. He is recognized in his home land as 

of great ability and has received high 

recognition in New York.  

 

Of original and authentic value is the work of 

Adolfo Best-Maugard. His métier is the 

interpretation of the art sense of his own 

country. His work in line and color, above all 

in mood, is definitely Mexican; brilliant, 

unsentimental, with sophisticated sharpness of 

edge, yet filled with enormous gayety. This 

painting of two dancers in fiesta costume has a 

coloring in the original that is shockingly 

brilliant. Violent greens and reds and gold riot 

on a background of vivid blue.  

 

Though the giant flowers are derived from an 

old Spanish Brocade pattern, and the figure is 

touched with Italian influence, this portrait of 

a young girl is entirely Mexican in character 

and color.  

 

A pleasant study of a type familiar in interior 

Mexicoðthe languid round chinned girl in her 

ranchera costume may be accepted as fairly 

representative of Mexican-Indian beauty.
9
 

 

Porterôs captions reveal her knowledge of Best-

Maugardôs theory of the seven motifs common to all 

primitive art, which grew out of his commission to 

make drawings of the ceramic fragments  

anthropologist Franz Boas collected in Mexico in 

1911-1912 and subsequently published in Album de 

Colecciones Arqueol·gicas; Seleccionadas y 

Arregladas por Franz Boas; Ilustraciones por Adolfo 

Best; Texto por Manuel Gamio.
10

 Although the 

photographic essay is the only surviving 

documentary link between Porter and Best-Maugard 

that survived from her first residence in Mexico, it is 

significant.   

 

Best-Maugardôs theories and the subjects of his art 

work apparently influenced Porterôs work and  
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aesthetics in this crucial period of her artistic 

development. His influence may be detected in ñThe 

Fiesta of Guadalupe,ò published in El Heraldo on 13 

December 1920. In it, she employed the technique of 

ñpaintingò a series of verbal pictures similar in 

content and focus to some of the Best-Maugardôs 

paintings: landscape and genre scenes featuring 

Mexican subjects including fiestas and daily life and 

of famous sites and buildings. Porter used the same 

technique of sketching a series of vivid pictures of 

the contemporary scene in Mexico City in the 

propagandistic piece she co-authored with Roberto 

Haberman, ñStriking the Lyric Note in Mexico.ò
11

 

Like the Best-Maugard works reproduced in The 

Magazine of Mexico, Porterôs ñIn a Mexican Patioò
12

 

and ñXochimilco,ò
13

 written during her first residence 

in Mexico, depict typical Mexican types and genre 

scenes: portraits of bourgeois and working class 

Mexicans, including such common subjects as a boy 

in a sombrero and a horsemen dressed in charro; 

domestic interiors; gardens; landscapes; and well-

known locales.   

 

Sometime before 5 September 1921, Porter left 

Mexico and settled in Fort Worth, Texas, for a time, 

working on material she had gathered in Mexico and 

resuming her journalism work. Early in 1922, she 

returned to New York City, where, on 24 March 

1922, Porter received a telegram summoning her to 

return to Mexico to help in assembling a Mexican 

folk art exhibit to travel to the United States. Porter 

travelled to Mexico soon after receiving the telegram 

and arrived in Mexico City in early April 1922. The 

exhibition in which Porter was to play a part grew out 

of the previous yearôs celebrations for the centenary 

of Mexican independence. As a part of the 

celebrations, an exhibition of popular or folk art was 

assembled and opened to the public by President 

Alvaro Obregon on 19 September 1921.
14

 The 

accompanying monograph, written and illustrated by 

Mexican artist Dr. Atl, documented the contemporary 

ñartes populares en Mexico.ò The project for which 

Porter was summoned to Mexico in March 1922 

grew directly out of the exhibition and monograph 

assembled for the centenary. The Mexican 

government saw a prospective travelling exhibition 

and accompanying monograph as good propaganda 

and public relations for a Mexican government which 

desperately wanted U. S. recognition. Porterôs 

primary contribution to the exhibit was the 

monograph, Outline of Mexican Popular Arts and 

Crafts. This project was crucial in bringing her into 

close contact with Mexican art and artists, among 

whom was Best-Maugard.   

 

In April 1922, Best-Maugard was serving as head of 

the Department of Drawing and Handicrafts of the 

Secretariat of Public Education headed by José 

Vasconcelos. During his tenure, Best-Maugardôs 

method for teaching creative design, based on his 

theory that there are seven simple fundamental motifs 

and signs that can be combined and arranged into 

designs, was instituted in Mexican public schools. 

Work of children taught by this method was included 

in the exhibit for which Porter wrote the Outline of 

Mexican Popular Arts and Crafts. Dated May 1922 

in Porterôs ñAcknowledgment,ò this 56-page 

pamphlet was published in Los Angeles in November 

1922 and was given away to those who visited the 

exhibition. In the work, Porte praises and defends 
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the native customs and history of the Indian and his 

art and champions the art from the colonial and 

contemporary periods which reflects indigenous or 

Mexican-born Spanish culture. The direct influence 

of Best-Maugard is evident in Part I: PreHispanic: 

she alludes to his ñstudy of early designò and asserts 

that ñno crossed lineò existed in pre-Hispanic 

Mexican art nor in the work of contemporary 

Mexican craftsmen, whose ñline of beauty is the bold 

flaring circle.ò
15

  

 

As one of Porterôs most important guides as she 

completed work on the Outline of Mexican Popular 

Arts and Crafts, Best-Maugard is mentioned 

prominently in her letter published on 5 June 1922 in 

the Christian Science Monitor:  

 

And we are bringing some of Bestôs 

wonderful decorative designs, which bring 

back so vividly that rare and mysterious art 

and culture which remains to us only in 

archaeological remains, and which is the real 

inherited inspiration of the native Mexican art 

today.
16

 

 

Porterôs close association with him had changed 

immeasurably her own attitudes toward art and the 

artist. Her interaction with him and with other artists, 

idealistic politicians, and art during her April to June 

1922 stay in Mexico was perhaps the most decisive 

factor in bringing about the change which resulted in 

the story ñMaría Concepción.ò However, before it 

was published in December 1922, Porter learned of 

the problems that Best-Maugard and the others 

encountered in getting the exhibit out of Mexico and 

mounted in the United States.   

 

In August 1922, Best-Maugard, Emilio Amero, Julio 

Castellanos, Xavier Guerrero, and Roberto Turnbull 

had travelled to Los Angeles to arrange for the 

opening of the exhibit at the Los Angeles Museum. 

The exhibition had become mired in problems as 

soon as they attempted to bring it in to the United 

States; Mexican government financial support for it 

was not received until October and, by 8 October, 

Amero, Castellanos, and Best-Maugard had all 

returned to Mexico.
17

 Because of delay in receipt of 

support, the exhibit lost its exhibition space in the 

Los Angeles Museum and had to be divided into two 

parts. The first of these, comprising 5,000 pieces of 

Mexican folk art, was opened for a two-week period 

on 10 November 1922 at a space at 807 West 

Seventh Street. This part of the exhibit, according to 

the newspaper accounts, comprised Mexican Indian 

work in copper, steel, stone, leather, thread work, 

lace, beadwork, pottery, gold and silver jewelry, and 

wax and clay statuettes as well as some of the 

paintings of Guerrero and Best-Maugard.
18

 This 

exhibit must have been extremely popular because 

the newspaper reported on 19 November that daily 

attendance was 3,000 to 4,000 persons.
19

 The second 

part of the exhibit opened at the MacDowell Club 

galleries in the Tajo Building, First Street and 

Broadway, on 20 November 1922. The exhibit 

contained work by Guerrero, Best-Maugard, and the 

ñbest work of the students of Mexico Cityôs grammar 

and high schools and art academiesò and was to close 

on 1 December.
20

  

 

While Best-Maugard and his colleagues were in Los 

Angeles attempting to mount the exhibition, Porter 

continued to remain focused on Mexico. ñWhere 

Presidents Have No Friends,ò
21

 an attempt at positive 

public relations for Mexico, was Porterôs first piece 

published in the mainstream American magazine 

market. Her ñTwo Ancient Mexican Pyramidsðthe 

Core of a City Unknown Until a Few Years Agoò
22

 is 

clearly an outgrowth of Porterôs work on the Outline 

and of her informal study of Mexico. However, the 

influence of Best-Maugardôs art and aesthetics as 

well as Porterôs Mexican experiences and reading are 

evident in her first mature piece of fiction, ñMar²a 

Concepci·n,ò published in December 1922 in 

Century. Set in the outskirts of Mexico City, 

modelled on the archaeological site Azcapotzalco and 

nearby villages, Porterôs story delineates a portrait of 

a contemporary Mexican indigenous woman. Best-

Maugardôs influence can be seen in the effective use 

of the pictorial method utilized in her earliest pieces 

with Mexican subjects. The work includes vivid fully 

realized portraits of the title character and others. One 

of these, a double portrait of Mar²a Concepci·nôs 

husband and her rival for his affections, María Rosa, 

evokes the Mexican folk dance, the jarabe. Best-

Maugard painted a dancing ñChina y Charroò in 

1918, and the ballet on which Porter and he 

collaborated included the jarabe. Porter includes 

details of the architecture, flora, clothing, and native 

arts and crafts in other portraits as well as in the 

genre scenes depicted in the story. In her skillful 

evocation of pre-Hispanic art, artifacts, and rituals, 

she points back to Best-Maugardôs work, which she 
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had characterized in 1920: ñan art form founded on 

the use of Aztec primitive designs as they are found 

on temples, potteries and fresco carvings in the ruins 

of ancient Mexico.ò
23 

 

Sometime in the spring of 1923 Porter was back in 

Mexico to gather materials for a special Mexican 

issue of the magazine Survey Graphic. During this 

third of Porterôs Mexican sojourns, her second 

canonical short story, ñThe Martyr,ò
24

 was published. 

Although its central character Ruben, a thinly veiled 

sketch of Diego Rivera, and the other major character 

in the story, a newspaper and magazine caricaturist, 

are artists, neither are depictions of Best-Maugard. 

Unlike the fully realized portraits and genre scenes 

fleshed out with vivid detail in ñMar²a Concepci·n,ò 

the characters and situations in ñThe Martyrò 

resemble caricaturesðsimple line drawings 

somewhat analogous to drawings created making use 

of Best-Maugardôs method. 

 

It is significant that ñThe Martyrò and Porterôs 

famous justification for her Mexican subject matter, 

ñWhy I Write About Mexico,ò appeared in the United 

States at the same time as Best-Maugardôs book on 

the creative method was published in Mexico. Later 

published in English as A Method for Creative 

Design, Best-Maugardôs book delineates a method, 

drawn from ancient Aztec motifs, which makes 

drawing a simple process anyone can execute. This 

work also urged use of American subjects and forms 

of art.
25

 In attempting to justify Mexico as her 

ñfamiliar countryò Porter, in parallel fashion, 

advocated that ñThe artist can do no more than deal 

with familiar and beloved things from which he could 

not, and, above all would not escape.ò
26

 

 

Porterôs third trip to Mexico was, like the one of 

1922, primarily devoted to Mexican art. Although 

there are a wide range of materials in the Survey 

Graphic issue, Porterôs contribution was confined to 

artistic subjects: art, music, poetry. Porterôs name 

appears as sole author only on ñCorridos,ò but she is 

credited on two other pieces: ñThe Guild Spirit in 

Mexican Artò by Diego Rivera ñas told to Katherine 

Anne Porterò and as translator of Sor Juana Ines de la 

Cruzôs sonnet, ñTo a Portrait of the Poet,ò as well as 

the author of the accompanying brief note on the 

poet.
27 

 

Although not as prominent as Diego Rivera in the 

issue, Best-Maugard is represented. Porter made use 

of Best-Maugardôs line drawings as ñdecorationsò for 

ñCorridos.ò Three of them actually appeared in 

Método de dibujo: tradición, resurgimiento y 

evolución del arte mexicano,
28

 the Spanish-language 

first edition of the work that elaborated his system of 

design and was used as a textbook. His influence may 

also be observed in the text of ñCorridos.ò The 

vividly conceived descriptions of singing Mexicans 

and of the Mexican market scene where corridos are 

sold align this piece with Porterôs other fine 

nonfiction about Mexico: ñThe Fiesta of Guadalupe,ò 

ñIn a Mexican Patio,ò and ñXochimilco.ò In the two-

page feature, titled ñArt in the Public Schools: 

Mexicoôs youngest generation returns to the oldest 

native art,ò one page reproduces five works of 

Mexican children taught by the Best-Maugard 

method.
29

 It is also likely that the ñtail piece 

decorationsò that appear on pages 166, 169, and 181 

are Best-Maugardôs.
30

 He is also alluded to or 

mentioned in Pedro Henriquez Ure¶aôs ñThe 

Revolution in Intellectual Life,ò
31

 Jos® Vasconcelosôs 

ñEducational Aspirations,ò
32

 and Diego Riveraôs 

ñThe Guild Spirit in Mexican Art.ò
33 

  

 

After her autumn 1923 return to New York and 

completion of the Survey Graphic work, Porter 

continued to act as a guide or expert on Mexico. 

Significantly, her first book review for the New York 

Herald Tribune, one of the cityôs major newspapers, 

took up two books by Americans on Mexico.
34

 The 

second of her short stories set in Mexico with 

Mexican characters, ñVirgin Violeta,ò was published 

in December 1924 in Century. It, like ñMar²a 

Concepci·n,ò made use of the Mexican subject 

matter and pictorial techniques to which Best-

Maugard had introduced her and that had been so 

successful in her earlier story and nonfiction set in 

Mexico. In January 1925, Porterôs translation of a 

section from Diego Riveraôs notebooks appeared in 

Arts. This piece recalls some of Best-Maugardôs 

insights on the ñmarvelous popular art in Mexicoò 

produced by ñmembers of the unmixed 

autochthonous races.ò
35

  

 

However, by June 1925, Porter had reconnected 

directly with Best-Maugard. He had contracted with 

Alfred K. Knopf to publish an English-language   
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Katherine Anne Porter, ñCorridos,ò Survey Graphic 5 (May 1924), pp. 157-158. Katherine Anne Porter Papers, Series 8, Survey 

Graphic, Special Collections and University Archives, University of Maryland Libraries. 
 

 

ñArt in the Public Schools,ò Survey Graphic (May 1924), pp. 169-171. Katherine Anne Porter Papers, Series 8, Survey Graphic, Special 

Collections and University Archives, University of Maryland Libraries. 
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Adolfo Best-Maugard, A Method for Creative Design, New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1926. 

 

edition of his 1923 work and apparently Porter was 

paid to provide a preface and revise the English of 

Best-Maugardôs rough draft. This book, A Method for 

Creative Design, differs significantly from the 1923 

Spanish-language edition. The earlier work was both 

a polemic arguing for the creation of Mexican art 

accessible in schools, offices, and public places as 

well as a textbook to be used in the public schools.
36

 

In contrast, A Method for Creative Design, intended 

for the U.S. audience, included none of the political 

content directly relating to Mexico and, instead, set 

forth Best-Maugardôs artistic philosophy. Unlike the 

Mexican edition, this edition did not include formal 

exercises for students, and it drew examples from the 

primitive art of cultures other than those in Mexico.
37

 

 

A Method for Creative Design, also of crucial 

importance in understanding Porterôs emerging 

aesthetic, was published 19 November 1926. 

Notably, she shared Best-Maugardôs beliefs in the 

centrality of art in everyday life, the subjects 

appropriate for art, the crucial nature of training and 

craftsmanship, the superiority of the artist to the 

common man, and the importance of the feminine,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

intuitive, and emotional in the creative process. 

Another, and perhaps more obvious, result of Porterôs 

work on A Method for Creative Design was a series 

of ill ustrations. Porterôs debut as a published graphic  

artist in one of her feminist reviews, ñThe Great 

Catherine,ò came close on the heels of her work 

editing Best-Maugardôs manuscript.
38

 Eventually 

three additional sketches were published as 

illustrations of her book reviews in New York Herald 

Tribune Books: of Quetzalcoatl, Genevieve Taggard, 

and Gertrude Stein.
39

 These simple line drawings 

make use of Best-Maugardôs method, employing the 

seven motifs (the spiral, circle, half-circle, two half 

circles in the form of a letter S, wavy line, zigzag 

line, and straight line) combined and arranged as the 

illustrations in A Method for Creative Design had set 

forth.   

 

Porterôs direct connection to Mexico, and indirectly 

to Best-Maugard, between autumn 1925, when she 

completed her work on his English-language 

monograph, and April 1930, when she returned for 

her last extended residence in Mexico, came 

 

Katherine Anne Porter, illustration for ñQuetzalcoatl,ò New 

York Herald Tribune Books, March 7, 1926, pp. 1-2. 

Katherine Anne Porter Papers, Series 6, Box 2, By Porter, 
1925-1929, Special Collections and University Archives, 

University of Maryland Libraries.  
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Adolfo Best-Maugard, A Method for Creative Design, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1926.  


