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Between 1935 and 1954, Rivera undertook numerous mural projects.   He used historical, 

social, and political themes to show the history and life of the Mexican people.  Vasconcelos 

offered artists commissions from the government to paint public walls (Aguliar-Moreno and 

Cabrera, 31).  Jose Vasconcelos Calderon was important in the Mexican Revolution.  This 

cultural resistance originated with the widespread political dissent felt by the people of Mexico 

around 1900 (Aguliar-Moreno and Cabrera, 31).  The previous century had been one of tumult, 

defeat, and problematic modernization.   War with the United States had led to tremendous loss 

of land, French intervention under Emperor Napoleon III to the near dictatorship of Porfirio 

Dias, and mass Industrialization to the upheaval of a mostly rural population (Aguliar-Moreno 

and Cabrera, 32).   

The Mexican Revolution, beginning in 1910, spawned a cultural renaissance, inspiring 

artists to look inward in search of a specifically Mexican artistic language (Lee, 32).  This visual 

vocabulary was designed to transcend the realm of the arts to give a national identity to this 

population undergoing transition.  Calderon was an important Mexican writer, philosopher, and 

politician (Lee, 33).  He was one of the most influential and controversial personalities in the 

development of modern Mexico.  He then allowed artists the liberty to paint what had been 

defined by one scholar as “an art saturated with primitive vigor, new subject matter, combining 

subtlety and the sacrifice of the exquisite to the great perfection to invention” (Aguliar-Moreno 

and Cabrera, 31).  The social and political events emanating from the turmoil of the revolution 

and the development in Mexico during that decade motivated the emergency in his works of the 

themes of revolution the land, and the cultural traditions of the people (Aguliar-Moreno and 

Cabrera, 45).  By the end of the 1920s, besides the cultural focus in the local and immediate 

concerns of the Revolution, Rivera’s murals accomplished an interrogation of the historical 



26 

 

experience and a redefinition of the Mexican national identity. (Aguliar-Moreno and Cabrera, 

47).   

In 1941, Rivera was commissioned to paint murals for the second time in the National 

Palace in Mexico City (Lucie-Smith 31).  The National Palace is the seat of the federal executive 

in Mexico.  It is located in Mexico City’s main square.  This site has been a palace for the ruling 

class of Mexico since the Aztec empire, and much of the current palace’s building materials are 

from the original one that belonged to Moctezuma II (Lucie-Smith, 31).  Rivera produced 11 

panels that represented diverse pre-Hispanic cultures.  These show an idealized indigenous 

paradise with peaceful scenes of indigenous life, and from there can be seen how the diverse 

agricultural and productive activities evolved from culture to culture (Lucie-Smith, 31).  The 

images that appear in Rivera’s mural are so accurately portrayed that they have often been 

utilized to illustrate anthropological books and artifacts found and sold in Mexico and the United 

States during the 1940s and up to the present time (Lucie-Smith, 31).    This entire mural focused 

on the cultural advancement that pre-Columbian Mexico had before the arrival of the Spanish, 

and the negative results this conquest had on native Mexican people (Lucie-Smith, 32).  This 

historical mural concluded with the tragic Spanish conquest. 

In April 1943 Rivera joined the National Academy of Mexico, a cultural society to 

promote and support the arts and sciences (Lucie-Smith 42).  Later that same year Rivera was 

commissioned to paint two panels for the National Institute of Cardiology in Mexico City.  The 

murals presented the traditional and modern techniques of practicing medicine.  In 1946 Rivera 

was commissioned to paint a mural in the main dining room of the new Hotel del Prado (Lucie-

Smith, 43).  The theme of the mural is a combination of his childhood experiences and memories 

in the park as well as public figures associated with the history of Mexico.  The story line was set 
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in the Porfiriato period and depicts the social prejudices that were prevalent during this period of 

Mexican history (Lucie-Smith, 44).   

 

Mural at National Palace, 

Mexico City 

Depicting Aztec Theme 

 

Mural at National Palace, 

Mexico City 

Featuring Workers and 

Karl Marx 

 

Rivera was known as a Marxist.  His art expressed his outspoken commitment to left-

wing political causes, depicting such subjects as the Mexican peasantry, American workers, and 

revolutionary figures like Lenin. At times, his outspoken, uncompromising leftist politics 

collided with the wishes of wealthy patrons and his regard to promoting national identity through 

art Rivera believed in Mexican culture and history (Wolfe, 227).  Rivera had acquired an 
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enormous collection of pre-Columbian artifacts using them as models to create panoramic 

portrayals of Mexican history and daily life, from its Mayan beginnings up to the Mexican 

Revolution and post-Revolutionary present, in a style largely indebted to pre-Columbian culture 

(Wolfe, 229). 

 

Politics 

The political theories of Diego Rivera are an important influence in his work.  These 

political views helped shape the themes behind the public murals that Rivera created.  The 

political situation in Mexico during the 1920s was favorable to the development of a national art 

form (Lucie-Smith, 49).  This political situation allowed artists such as Rivera to produce art that 

pertained to the strife that the middle to poor classes endured (Audi, 259).  Rivera’s art took the 

form of murals, and they spilled out onto the streets where everyone had the opportunity to view 

them.   

On his return to Mexico in 1921, Rivera was immediately drawn into the government 

mural program (Lucie-Smith, 52).  Rivera’s political ideas were at this point more radical than 

his artistic ones.  In 1922 he was the leading figure in the formation of a new Union of Technical 

Workers, Painters, and Sculptors whose manifesto borrowed the language of Russian 

revolutionary constructivists, proclaiming a collective refutation of “so called easel painting and 

all the art of ultra-intellectual circles” in favor of artworks which would be accessible, physically 

and intellectually, to the mass public (Lucie-Smith, 52).  This idea of having the art become 

relatable and accessible to the masses was something new and important to Rivera. He regarded 

himself as a natural Communist but was frequently on bad terms with both the Mexican 

Communist Party and with the official Communists in the Soviet Union (Lucie-Smith, 54).   
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Rivera’s political beliefs were transposed into figures and representations of what was 

happening around him in his murals.  His own political career, conducted very much in public, 

was stormy and sometimes had deleterious effects on his art (Wolfe, 32).  His feelings and 

reactions to what was going on around him, and around others, came out in his work.  Through 

this reaction, his murals became a representation of what was happening to the middle class and 

the poor at that time (Wolfe, 32).  In the words of Diego Rivera, “What I knew best and felt most 

deeply was my own country, Mexico” Rivera wanted to create a new kind of art for and about 

people (Goldman, 5).  “The new art…would not be displayed in a museum or gallery” but in 

everyday places: “post offices, schools, theaters, railroad stations, public buildings” (Goldman, 

5).  Unlike Mexico, the United States was truly an industrial country and the ideal place for 

modern mural art (Goldman, 5).  

On July 15, 1926, Rivera began the murals that would depict his own version of 

American history.  “I painted them for the workers of New York,” he explained later, “and for 

the first time in my life, I worked among my own; for the first time I painted on a wall which 

belonged to the workers, not because they own the building in which their school has its quarters, 

but because the frescos are built on moveable panels which can be transported with them to any 

place where their school and headquarters may be called to move” (Hamill, 168).  Rivera worked 

for five months on these paintings, ranging quickly through American history from the colonial 

past to the uneasy present (Hamill, 168).  Rivera agreed to paint another ambitious work in New 

York: a suite of twenty-one portable frescos each weighing about 300 pounds, for the New 

Workers School on 14th Street (Hamill, 168).  The institute was initially called the “Marx-Lenin 

School.”  The school was intended “to teach and defend the principles of Leninism within the 

Communist Party and the working class and to train workers for the class struggle,” according to 
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the party at the time of its launch (Hamill, 168).  The name of the party’s institute was later 

changed in the fall of 1930 to “The New Workers School” as part of an effort to contrast itself to 

the Workers School the successful training program run by the regular Communist Party 

(Hamill, 169).   

Rivera’s own statements support this view of his art as a unique and indigenous effort in 

service of revolutionary ideals.  In his autobiography, My Art, My Life, which began with a 

newspaper interview the artist gave journalists Gladys March in 1944, from then until his death 

in 1957, she spent several months each year with Rivera capturing recollections and 

interpretations of his art and life (Rivera, 23).   He characterized the formation of his mural style 

as spontaneously generated from indigenous Mexican culture:  “My homecoming produced an 

esthetic exhilaration which it is impossible to describe.  It was as if I were being born anew, born 

in a new world…I was in the very center of the plastic world, where forms and colors existed in 

absolute purity.  In everything I saw a potential masterpiece-the crowds, the markets, the 

festivals, the marching battalions, the workingmen in the shop and in the fields-in every 

luminous child…My style was born as children are born, in a moment, except that this birth had 

come after a torturous pregnancy of thirty-five years” (Rivera, 28) 

 

Art for the People 

Rivera returned to Mexico in 1921, and was soon hired by the Mexican government to 

paint murals (Congdon, 232).  Toward the end of World War II, Rivera struggled to survive 

financially, and began to abandon Cubism for artistic approaches that proved to be more 

appealing to commissioning patrons.  These murals, although often stylistically classified as 

Modern Realism, continued to reveal a Cubist influence (Congdon, 232).  “Indigenismo,” an 
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organized Latin American Movement of the 1920s through the 1940s that sought to preserve 

Mexican traditional culture, motivated much of Rivera’s work illustrating the daily life of 

Mexican people (Congdon, 232).  Rivera’s mission was, in his own words, to “reproduce the 

pure basic images of my land.  I wanted my painting to reflect the social life of Mexico as I saw 

it and through my vision of the truth to show the masses the outline of the future” (White, 9).  In 

1921, in the wake of the Mexican Revolution, he returned home and became the central figure in 

the mural movement (White, 9).  Rivera produced a series of murals during the 1920s and 1930s, 

a period which is generally considered the apex of his career (White, 9).   

Rivera was able to introduce his work into the everyday lives of the people.  Rivera 

concerned himself primarily with the physical process of human development and the effects of 

technological progress. Rivera’s medium was frescos which were the perfect canvas on which to 

tackle the grand themes of the history and future of humanity.  A lifelong Marxist, Rivera saw in 

this medium an antidote to the elite walls of galleries and museums.  His work appealed to the 

people’s interest in the history of technology and progress.  The desire to understand this 

progress was visible in the growing industrial societies of the 1930s, and Rivera saw the 

worker’s struggle, long hours and poor wages, as a symbol of the “fragile political ground on 

which capitalism trod” (Hamel, 168).   

This is a timeline of murals painted in Mexico and the United States between 1920’s-

1940’s.  Some of these paintings are further explored in the following sections (Lucie-Smith 

255). 
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Mexico 

 1922-1923 “Creation” during his time with Jose Vasconcelos and National Preparatory 

School in Mexico City 

 1924 National School of Agriculture 

 1929-1930 Begins murals of National Palace stairwell 

 1934 Mural originally planned for Rockefeller Center in new form in the Palace of Fine 

Arts in Mexico City, “Man Controller of the Universe” 

 1935 Murals in stairwell of National Palace 

 1946 Mural for Hotel del Prado in Mexico City 

United States 

 1930-1931 Murals in Luncheon Club of San Francisco Pacific Stock Exchange and 

another in California School of Fine Arts 

 1932 (Begins) Murals in Detroit Institute of Arts 

 1933 (Begins) Murals of Rockefeller Center in New York 

 1940 Ten murals in San Francisco for the Golden Gate International Exposition 

 

 With several murals completed in Mexico, Diego Rivera was commissioned to paint his 

first mural in the United States.  In 1926, he received an invitation by William Gerstle, the 

President of the San Francisco Art Commission, to paint a mural in the California School of Fine 

Arts (Aguliar-Moreno and Cabrera, 47).  It is now called the San Francisco Art Institute and is 

one of the country’s oldest schools of higher education.  Rivera later accepted the commission 

along with another mural to be painted at the San Francisco Stock Exchange.  More sophisticated 

critics reacted with prejudice to his political message, describing the Mexican artist as “a 
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political propagandist, not a painter”, that he portrayed a false image of Mexico as an idealized 

pre-Columbian land, distracting the attention of the audience from seeing the extreme poverty of 

the country; a nationalist leftist thinker who painted murals with class imagery not appropriate 

for a country like the United States, where supposedly there were no class divisions and 

everybody lived under the protection of social and civil rights (Aguliar-Moreno and Cabrera, 

48).   

In 1930, Rivera made the first of a series of trips that would alter the course of American 

painting (Lucie-Smith 267).  In November of that year, Rivera began work on his first two major 

American commissions: for the American Stock Exchange Luncheon Club and for the California 

School of Fine Arts (Lucie-Smith, 267).  These two pieces incorporated Rivera’s radical politics, 

while maintaining a sense of simple historicity.  Rivera had the ability to condense a complex 

historical subject, history of California’s natural resources, down to its most essential parts 

(Lucie-Smith, 267).  For Rivera, the foundation of history could be seen in the working class, 

whose lives were spent by war and industry in the name of progress.  In these first two 

commissions and all of the American murals to follow, Rivera would investigate the struggles of 

the working class. 

 In 1932, at the height of the Great Depression, Rivera arrived in Detroit, where, at the 

behest of Henry Ford, he begun an homage to the American worker on the walls of the Detroit 

Institute of Arts (Lee, 58).  Completed in 1933, the piece depicted industrial life in the United 

States, concentrating on the car plant workers of Detroit.  Rivera’s radical politics and 

independent nature had begun to draw criticism during his early years in America (Lee, 58).  

Though the fresco was the focus of much controversy, Edsel Ford, Henry’s son, defended the 
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work and it remains today Rivera’s most significant painting in America.  Rivera, however, did 

not fare nearly so well in his association with the Rockefellers in New York City (Lee, 58). 

 In 1933 the Rockefellers commissioned Rivera to paint a mural for the lobby of the RCA 

building in Rockefeller Center.  “Man at the Crossroads” was to depict the social, political, 

industrial, and scientific possibilities of the twentieth century (Lee, 87).  In the painting, Rivera 

included a scene of a giant May Day demonstration of workers marching with red banners.  It 

was not the subject matter of the panel that inflamed the patrons, but the clear portrait of Lenin 

leading the demonstration (Lee,87).  When Rivera refused to remove the portrait, he was ordered 

to stop and the painting was destroyed.  That same year, Rivera used the money from the 

Rockefellers to create a mural for the Independent Labor Institute in Mexico that had Lenin as its 

central figure (Lee, 88). 

Rivera believed that all people, not just people who could buy art or go to museums, 

should be able to view the art that he was creating.  To Rivera machines were “benevolent and 

triumphant, the redeeming engines of utopian future” (Rivera, 33)  Rivera would paint the human 

spirit that is embodied in the machine.  To him the machine was one of the most brilliant 

achievements of man’s intelligence and reason.  The meaning of the images in these murals was 

his view of industry that challenged ideas about its role in society and raised issues of class and 

politics (Rivera, 50).  He painted workers of different races working side by side which caused 

some controversy.  His murals engaged prevailing social and political issues, and portrayed 

workers and artists engaged in activities of social importance or in purported positions of power 

(Rivera, 50). 

 His murals were to educate society about what was going on socio-economically.  Rivera 

believed that painting murals on the walls of public buildings made art accessible to the everyday 
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man.  His murals focused on telling stories that dealt with Mexican Society and referenced the 

Mexican Revolution of 1910 (Lee, 87).  His murals featured large forms, bright colors and 

recurring images of farmers, laborer, popular Mexican figures and depictions of Earth.  He 

wanted to depict the industrial and agricultural labors of the Mexican people as well as their art, 

sculpture, dance, music, poetry and drama (Lee, 88).  Rivera went on to paint murals in the New 

Workers School in New York City (Lee, 88).  The work symbolized the heroes of American 

history.  His murals became his visual language. 

 Rivera made the painting of murals his primary method, appreciating the large scale and 

public accessibility, the opposite of what he regarded as the elitist character of paintings in 

galleries and museums.  Rivera used the walls of the universities and other public buildings 

throughout Mexico as his canvas, and revived interest in the mural as an art form and helped 

reinvent the concept of public art (Landau, 177).  He reinterpreted Mexican history from a 

revolutionary and nationalistic point of view.  Diego Rivera’s murals expressed his personal 

ideals by unifying art with politics (Landau, 177).   

The public murals of Diego Rivera changed the accessibility and audience of those who 

viewed the art.  Diego Rivera wanted to create a new kind of art for and about his people.  After 

World War I Rivera had given up Cubism and now searched for a more meaningful style of 

painting (Compton, 19).  Rivera became enthusiastic about murals and frescoes and prepared for 

his new career as a mural painter.  The murals would be for the people of his country and not just 

a few rich collectors.  Rivera wanted to teach the people of Mexico through pictures (Compton, 

23).  At that time, most of the people still could not read or write, so murals were a way to 

contact with them through art.  Murals would depict their history and also their visions of the 

future.  Rivera would paint murals in public places where peasants and workers could view them 
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(Compton, 23).  Diego Rivera took a worldly view on art, and portrayed controversial scenes 

which displayed different forms of politics that were not established around the world at that 

time (Kardon, 123).  

He became increasingly seen as a controversial figure, and in Mexico some of his murals 

were hidden or removed because of his use of imagedry (Compton, 24).  These concepts are the 

relatability of the themes to those who were poor and uneducated, the accessibility to those who 

did not have access to art and crafts, and the comprehension and awareness of the art and craft 

itself (Goldman, 5).  For much of his career he was trying to make art which would achieve 

objectives closely related to those of Soviet Socialist Realism (Lucie-Smith, 54).  It is a style of 

realistic art that was developed in the Soviet Union and became a dominant style in various 

socialist countries (Goldman, 6).  Diego wanted to speak directly to the Mexican People, and in 

order to achieve this he had to abandon those elements that were typical of Modern Art, at least 

in formal terms, such as fragmentation of imagery and the disguise of appearances (Lucie-Smith, 

54). 

Rivera’s murals in the United States were equally impactful and were accessible to those 

who made up the working class.  They addressed an unknown body of viewers whose 

attentiveness to larger civic developments was none the less assumed (Lee, 59).  Rivera’s 

reconciliation with American industrialists did not extend to the major aristocratic figures in San 

Francisco during the late 1930s (Lee, 59).  The responses to Rivera’s visit signal a new 

connection between art and labor, brought about by anxiety over the stock market crash and 

worries about competitive immigrant labor at a time when jobs were scarce (Lee, 59).  Unlike 

Mexico, the United States was truly an industrial country and the ideal place for modern mural 

art. 
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Advocating for the Working Class 

 The autumn of 1922 Rivera joined the Mexican Communist Party.  It had been organized 

in 1911 to support the rights of miners, factory workers, and farmworkers (Goldman, 16).  

Within the party, Rivera formed the Union of Technical Workers, Painters, and Sculptors.  Under 

the groups influence, free art schools opened everywhere and thousands of workers and children 

of workers brought forth remarkable productions (Goldman, 16).  Even when he was no longer a 

member of the party, Rivera continued to sympathize with the working class and to think of 

himself as one of them.  Rivera’s involvement with the Mexican Communist Party is often 

portrayed in paintings and public murals, yet he frequently accepted commissions from 

capitalists (Congdon, 232). 

 

Rivera at Work 

(Wolf, 33) 

  

Several writers influenced Rivera during his time in Spain, during the 1930s, the most 

prominent one being Karl Marx (Aguilar-Moreno, 48).  These writers not only influenced 

Rivera’s artwork but also his beliefs throughout his life “What I knew best and felt most deeply 

was my own country, Mexico,” he said.  Rivera wanted to create a new kind of art for and about 
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people (Goldman, 5).  “The new art…would not be displayed in a museum or gallery” but in 

everyday places: “post offices, schools, theaters, railroad stations, public buildings” (Goldman, 

5).  From 1922 to the end of 1923, Mexican artists began to move toward depicting nationalistic 

themes and Mexico was becoming widely known for mural painting (Hamill, 171)  

In 1922 he helped found the Revolutionary Union of Technical Workers and joined the 

Communist Party’s Central Committee (Goldman, 22).  His passion was to represent visually the 

social ideas of the Mexican Revolution.  His art addressed his opposition to the established elite 

and the church in his work.  There were however, ironic aspects to Rivera’s position.  One was 

that while his political beliefs implied opposition to the United States, his reputation was greatly 

helped by North American enthusiasm and patronage (Lucie-Smith, 53).  Rivera’s own political 

career, conducted very much in public, was stormy and sometimes had deleterious effects on his 

art (Lucie-Smith, 54).  He regarded himself as a natural Communist but was frequently on bad 

terms with both the Mexican Communist Party and with the official Communists in the Soviet 

Union (Lucie-Smith, 54). He resigned from the party in 1925, was re-admitted in 1926 and then 

in the following year paid an official visit to Russia, from which he was expelled at the request 

of the Soviet government.  By 1932 he was seriously at odds with orthodox communism and was 

denounced as a “renegade.”  The situation worsened when, in 1937 he was instrumental in 

getting President Uzaro Cardenas to grant asylum to the exiled Leon Trotsky, who for a while 

lived in Mexico as Rivera’s guest (Goldman, 76).  The two men quarreled before Trotsky’s 

assassination in 1940, but Rivera, who now desperately wanted to be re-admitted to the party, 

had great difficulty in obtaining forgiveness.  This was granted only in 1954, after many 

genuflections to the official communist line and a number of artistic compromises (Goldman, 

77).   
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Rivera’s popularity with the American public continued into the 1940s, but his reputation 

among art critics and scholars diminished as realism and emphasis on social content fell into 

disfavor in the face of a growing interest in the styles of Cubism, Dada, and Surrealism, then 

being brought to this country by European artists fleeing Hitler (Cumming and Kaplan, 29).  

Rivera’s political philosophy and subject of his murals did create a common bond between his 

work and that of the Social Realists (Cumming and Kaplan, 29).  Rivera’s work and the Mexican 

Mural Movement as a whole have been characterized as politically motivated, stylistically 

retrograde, and historically isolated (Cumming and Kaplan, 30).   

 
One of the Detroit Industry Murals 

(Wolf, 49) 
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Conclusion 

 

 William Morris and Diego Rivera lived on different continents during separate time 

periods in history and yet had similar sources of inspiration that influence their work.  Both were 

influenced by architecture, the Industrial Revolution (the machine), and national 

cultural/identity, socialist politics, and both in their own way, embraced the theme of art for the 

people.  Both Morris and Rivera created art that portrayed realistic forms in the shape of nature 

and people.  Morris portrayed the beauty of nature both in his designs and in his wallpapers.  

Rivera utilized cubism, an abstract style, in his art, his larger than life figures and his realistic 

interpretations of pre-Columbian history.  He was inspired by cubism which was displayed in the 

use of color and form.  

The early influence of architecture in their lives is reflected in the furniture Morris 

created and the murals that Rivera painted.  The Red House designed by Philip Webb and Morris 

was designed to be a place that reflected Morris’s ideals and celebrated art, craftsmanship and 

community (Clutton-Brock, 311).  Morris and Webb collaborated to make the house’s 

architecture and interior design merge into a unified whole.  They designed the house in a Tudor 

Gothic Style.  The features of this style include historicizing elements such as steep roofs, 

prominent chimneys, cross gables, and exposed-beam ceilings, all present in the Red House 

(Clutton-Brock, 311). 

Rivera’s architectural influence took another route.  His frescos were created in buildings 

located in specific architectural settings that could be seen by the most people.  The images in his 

art contained his interpretations of Mexican architectural themes.  Both Morris and Rivera’s 
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architectural influences showed up differently in their work from designing a home to educating 

Mexicans about architecture.  

For Morris, the Industrial Revolution led him to believe that mechanized factory 

production deprived workers of the personal satisfaction and creativity involved in designing and 

making an object entirely with one’s own hands (Anscombe, 17).   Morris was a true pioneer; he 

never designed anything which he did not know how to produce with his own hands and by 

extension, he insisted that nothing should be produced by his workshops which he could not do 

himself.  “But to me, and I hope to you, art is a very serious thing, and cannot by any means be 

dissociated from the weighty matters that occupy the thoughts of men; and there are principles 

underlying the practice of it, on which all serious minded men may, nay, must have their own 

thoughts” (Useful Work versus Useless Toil, Morris, 88).  Morris rebelled against the Industrial 

Revolution with its assembly lines and lack of craftsmanship.  He also believed that people who 

bought these goods were surrounding themselves with soulless objects that lacked aesthetic 

value.  Thus, their domestic environments were missing the elements of spirituality and 

refinement that produced healthy well rounded citizens (Anscombe, 22).  Morris believed the 

home was a morally uplifting refuge from the negative influences of city life.  Morris advocated 

a return to the medieval gothic model in which artisans were responsible for handcrafting their 

works from beginning to end.  This produced a sense of pride in the worker and guaranteed 

quality products for the consumer.  He was opposed to the idea to take the artisan out of the art.   

While Morris was inspired to move away from the mechanization of the Industrial 

Revolution, for Diego Rivera the machine was beautiful and necessary.  Rivera embraced the 

themes of the working class, hard work and hands on, and depicted them in his art.  From Detroit 

factory workers to Mexican laborers working in the fields, the themes of the machine were 
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depicted as the way for mankind to evolve.  Rivera was also inspired by the Mexican Revolution 

that had caused such upheaval in Mexico.  Rivera saw industry as advancing workers’ 

opportunities.  Laborers’ low wages, and poor working conditions brought about what Morris 

would have called ugly and shoddy products.  Rivera saw industrialization as one solution to 

these working conditions in his Detroit murals, as he depicted man side by side with these 

beautiful and romanticized machines, showing them working together in harmony.  While both 

Morris and Rivera felt that industrialization, the machine, had an impact on society, Rivera held 

a more optimistic view of its impact than Morris did. 

Morris’s socialist political beliefs and activism influenced his artistic process. Morris was 

a member of guilds made up of artisans and workers thinking about the work and processes they 

had in common.  Morris being a socialist believed in the redistribution of wealth, as he writes in 

Useful Work versus Useless Toil, “The first step towards making labor attractive is to get the 

means of making labor fruitful, the Capital, including the land, machinery, factories, and 

companies, into the hands of the community, to be used for the good of all alike, so that we 

might all work at “supplying” the real “demands” of each and all that is to say, work for 

livelihood, instead of working to supply the demand of the profit market-instead of working for 

profit-i.e., the power of compelling other men to work against their will” (Morris, 29)  Morris 

wanted to give opportunity to the community, a sense of ownership and voice.  In that way the 

community would be working to fill the real demand around them and not the demands of those 

who are in power. 

Rivera’s political influences caused him to take a different approach in his artwork.  

Rivera’s subject matter created a pictorial language that showed his reaction to events such as the 

Mexican Revolution and Pre-Columbian history to name a few.   He was part of a large 
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community of artists who sympathized with the workers, and respected the accomplishment of 

the Bolshevik Revolution.  In fact, Trotsky and other revolutionary leaders often stayed with 

Rivera when visiting Mexico (Lee, 251).  Despite his work in support of communism, Rivera had 

a complex relationship with the Mexican Communist Party.  Rivera desperately wanted to be a 

part of the communist party and did in fact firmly believe in supporting the rights of workers.  

However he was not as willing as other leftist to dismiss people based on their class.  Another 

complication to his relationship to communism was his admiration for technology.  Since Karl 

Marx stated that “Machine technology is instrumental in creating alienated labor” (Landau, 177).  

Although a growing number of leftists believed that technology could be beneficial to workers, 

the majority of liberals were skeptical of the potential for technology to improve the lives of 

workers. 

 

The St. George Cabinet 

Designed by Philip Webb, 

Painted by William Morris 

 

Going back to their roots was something important to both artists.  Morris esteemed 

medieval and gothic artistic themes and sought to bring those back into every work his hands 

touched.  William Morris conducted his art in many forms that were made to be enjoyed inside 
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one’s home or establishment.  Morris expressed his nationalism by using plants and animals 

from the British garden in his wallpapers and fabrics (MacCarthy, 1995).  This can be seen 

through his wallpapers, tapestry, frescos and wood work to name a few.   He also drew on 

English history, literature, and mythology such as Arthurian legends, St. George (patron saint of 

England), and of course his printing of British authors at Kelmscott, including the The Kelmscott 

Chaucer-one of the most beautiful and expensive books in the English language (MacCarthy, 

1995).   The Arthurian legends were capsulized in the “Holy Grail” tapestries by Morris & Co. 

The St. George Cabinet was designed by Philip Webb and painted by William Morris.  The 

highly decorated cabinet demonstrates Morris’s love for romance and medieval themes.  

Morris’s privileged upbringing and scholarly endeavors as well as his travels heavily influenced 

his art.  His goal was to bring nature indoors to be enjoyed in one’s leisure time at home.  Morris 

believed in having art accessible to all, but in all reality his art was something that only 

individuals who could pay his prices could afford.   

Rivera expressed Mexican pre-Columbian themes within his murals and frescoes and 

drawings, which contained the history of the Mexican people.  His themes addressed social 

inequality, the relationship of nature, industry and technology; and the history and fate of 

Mexico.  Rivera made the painting of murals his primary method, appreciating the large scale 

and public accessibility, the opposite of what he regarded as the elitist character of paintings in 

galleries and museums.  Mexican culture and history constituted the major themes and influence 

in Rivera’s art. 

Diego Rivera created his art to be enjoyed by everyone.  Rivera chose public spaces to 

hold the canvas for his frescos and murals.  Nature wasn’t as important to Rivera as Mexican 

history was.  Rivera brought the history of Mexico and of the Mexican people to life within his 
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frescos and paintings.   Diego Rivera designed his art around cubist characteristics. Rivera’s 

depictions of people were disproportionate and colors were bright and fanciful, almost realistic in 

form.  The colors were bright, the subject matter larger than life, and Rivera’s thoughts and 

views were brought to the forefront in each of his art pieces.  His art was considered 

controversial since he was not opposed to portraying his true feelings on the subject matter he 

painted.  This can be found in his artwork both in the United States and in Mexico.  However he 

felt that he had more artistic freedom and acceptability in Mexico than in the United States.   

Morris’s view on Art for the People can be found in “William Morris on Art and 

Socialism” in the chapter “The Lesser Arts.”  Morris believes that the production of objects in 

mass batches causes them to be lesser and trivial.  The objects are then considered to be 

mechanical in form as opposed to natural in form, which to him results from the handicraft.  The 

producers of this art are incapable of resisting the changes put upon them by fashion or by 

dishonesty from the material or by a production process required by the managers.  The artist 

then loses the dignity of popular arts.  Conversely handicraft produces objects in a natural form 

and with use or meaning.  To give the consumer pleasure, the object must be useful; if not, the 

products in which they are made would be vacant and uninteresting, numbing both mind and 

body.  It is true that one had to be at least middle class to afford Morris’s wallpaper, textiles, etc., 

but his ideal was a society where everyone could produce and enjoy handcrafted goods: “To give 

pleasure in the things they must perforce use, that is one great office of decoration; to give 

people pleasure in the things they must perforce make, that is the other use of it.”  “I do not want 

art for a few, any more than education for a few, or freedom for a few” (The Lesser Arts, Morris, 

128)  Morris desired work to be meaningful with hope of rest and wealth to be redistributed.  He 
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also felt there should be a division between design and production, they are in themselves 

becoming machines. 

Art has always been a part of people’s lives, whether it is public art or private art.  

However, beginning in the Middle Ages and continuing into the Renaissance Period, most works 

of art were created only for those who could afford to buy them.  Rivera believed that the 

individual need not pay the fees to a museum or travel the distance to enter a church in order to 

experience his art.  He wanted his art to be located in common areas of cities and public 

buildings in which to be viewed on the way to work or strolling down the street. Rivera remained 

a central force in the development of a national art in Mexico throughout his life.  In 1957, at the 

age of seventy, Rivera died in Mexico City (Lee, 355).  Perhaps one of his greatest legacies, 

however, was his impact on America’s conception of public art.  Both his original painting style 

and the force of his ideas remain a major influences on American painting.   Both Morris and 

Rivera sought to have their art enjoyed any time of day either in one’s own home or on their way 

to work.   

The visions of Morris and Rivera for a socialist society did not come to fruition; Morris’s 

push for a return to handicraft was also unsuccessful.  However, conditions have improved for 

the working class both in the United States and Mexico.  The working class culture tends to 

center around community.  Many individuals work within the cities and towns in which they 

live.  This therefore encourages funds to be spent in the areas in which people live and work.  A 

tight knit community and sense of belonging is forged.  Artistic inspiration is harvested within 

one’s community and can be inspired by the daily life or a single event that has impacted their 

own city or town. 
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We are now in a different age with a different definition of Art for the People; two things 

have remained constant, accessibility and opportunities to engage in the creative process.  Art is 

available to anyone who wishes to experience it.  Mexican murals adorn street corners and public 

areas across the country.  The same is true for the United States.  Parks and free art festivals are 

just two of the immense artistic expressions that happen in America.  There is freedom of artistic 

expression both in a response to historic events or something that brings about an emotional 

response. 

Today there are greater opportunities to view and experience art.  Art both in Mexico and 

the United States can be viewed out in public locations or in more formal exhibitions.  Art can 

also be accessed through the internet as well as created on computer software systems and 

printed out via 3D printers.  Art has become a fluid experience that can be created and viewed 

anywhere and everywhere and is a common language that is spoken throughout generations.  It 

has become a common thread that has been used to stitch the fabric of humanity. 
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