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This paper deals with the changes in society’s perception of female 
architects in Puerto Rico. From a Cultural History standpoint, it 
makes a critical analysis of the newspaper articles that featured 
female architects published in this Caribbean island between 1945 
and 2011, as it relates to the way the press presented them as 
well as the way these architects presented themselves through the 
press. It intends to shed light on how female architects participated 
in the making of their identity as professional women, the chal-
lenges they faced, and the way the shifting beliefs about tradition 
and feminism influenced their opinions and those of society.

HIStorIc contExt

The establishment of the University of Puerto Rico at the beginning 
of the twentieth century helped expand the presence of women 
in traditionally female occupations like teachers, librarians, nurses 
and social workers, while the increase of their participation in non-
traditional occupations such as architecture, engineering, law and 
medicine, considered as more prestigious fields and with better re-
muneration, was limited.1 one reason for this being that the involve-
ment of women in non-traditional careers challenged preconceived 
ideas about segregation of labor by sex, which were present and 
quite deeply rooted in Puerto Rican patriarchal society. Besides, 
in the case of architecture, there was no professional school in the 
Island, which added the disadvantage of limiting the profession to 
people of economic means who were able to afford studies abroad. 
But this did not deter women from joining the profession.

FIrSt FEMALE ArcHItEct

In 1945, gertie yolanda Besosa, the first female architect in Puerto 
Rico, graduated from Cornell University (fig. 1). El Mundo, the lead-
ing newspaper in the Island, published a story exalting the success 
of the young architect, like the fact that Besosa had received the 
Best Thesis award from Cornell University where she had been the 
only Latina at the school of architecture, and that she had obtained 
the highest score in the professional licensing exam, where she 
had been the only woman.2 Furthermore, it mentioned that she had 
done volunteer work for the US Department of engineers during 
World War II, and had received, as soon as two days after her return, 
three significant government job offers including a position as ar-
chitect in the Autoridad Insular de Hogares. It was a beautiful and 

informative piece that showcased the ‘New Woman following the 
calls of Female Independence’. 

Looking closely at each photo in the article we realize how 
emphatically they reflect society’s attitudes at the time. The first 
picture shows Besosa as a daring individual, asserting her position 
as a licensed architect, in a pose much more commonly found in 
men. The second image depicts Besosa casually holding a cigarette. 
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Figure 1. gertie yolanda Besosa, la primera portorriqueña graduada de 
arquitectura.’ El Mundo, July 8, 1945.
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Her relaxed stance and relatively short dress convey the mythical 
sensual appeal of the Liberated Woman with notions of free love, 
often confused with the availability for free sex. But the third image 
is the one that returns her to her fate as woman by displaying the 
fulfillment of the reproductive role: Besosa in front of the stove.

In one article and three photographs, the press was making a 
spectacle of the first female architect in Puerto Rico by framing her 
into three prevalent women archetypes. She was portrayed as eve, 
the first created woman [architect], responsible for the Fall. She 
was also presented as the Whore, the New Woman with a different 
belief of what marriage and family should be. And lastly, placed in 
moral juxtaposition was the Mother, Mary the Saint, tending to the 
needs of her family. eve, Whore and Saint, all in one day.

Furthermore, the subtitle of the article paraphrases a statement 
by Besosa stating that when she gets married, her husband and 
her home will have priority over her career and the demands of 
a professional practice. Placing her statement in context, it is 
necessary to note that during the 1940’s there was a backlash in 
the Western world designed to coerce women back to the domestic 
realm and away from the paying jobs they held during the war.3 
Several anti feminist books published at the time depicted feminism 
as an illness, and tried to link women who ventured into masculine 
fields as abnormal, uninterested in bearing children, masculine, 
and therefore, lesbians.4 

According to the article, Besosa’s ambition was to be accepted by 
society, especially by her colleagues, ‘despite being the first woman 
architect’ in the Island. She was aware that her participation in the 
architectural profession was a transgressive act. The act of posing 
for the camera, her beautiful dress, pretending to cook, all reveal 
her conformity with society’s standards. It was a normalizing act 
requiring her to be attractive, heterosexual and behave ‘like a lady’ 
and homemaker. The value given by society to women’s domesticity 
and men’s work privileges, persuaded this architect to understand 
the importance of eventually denying the right to practice the 
profession she studied, affirming, with quotes and photos, that ‘she 
is a woman with female interests and goals.’

FIrSt FEMALE StudEntS oF ArcHItEcturE

The School of Architecture at the University of Puerto Rico was 
founded in 1966 with a class composed of 56 students, 14 of 
who were female. To commemorate the opening of the School, an 
article was published showcasing these determined women who 
were forging a new identity for themselves and for others to come.5 
But the article ignores their attempts and returns them to their 
domestic fate by stating that ‘the architecture of interiors would 
surely be something fit for a woman architect.’ The women condition 
is stressed even further when it concludes with the question: ‘who 
better than a woman to deeply know the needs of comfort and 
esthetics in the home?’

At the same time, the female students interviewed by the press 
understood that being a women in the field was advantageous 
since ‘we are more practical…more sensible, and would focus 
more on providing better spaces for the housewife in the homes 
we design… they would have that special touch.’ In an attempt to 
justify their incursion into the profession, the first female students 
of architecture in the Island demanded their feminine expertise 
be recognized as valid.6 The problem was that by exalting their 
female ‘ways of knowing’, they risked segregating themselves into 
a small branch of the profession, giving away the more important 
architecture to their male peers. By compartmentalizing tasks 
according to gender, these architects were not aware that they were 
extending their subordination out of the domestic sphere.7

rEPrESEntInG FEMInISM

In 1975, prompted by the International year of the Woman, ten of 
the fifteen female architects practicing in Puerto Rico joined efforts 
to organize the first exhibition of their work, thus undertaking the 
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Figure 2. ‘Architecture: A Marriage of Art and Science’,The San Juan Star, 
August 3, 1975.
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task of increasing their symbolic capital while seeking to establish 
a stronger position within the power field of construction.

The San Juan Star newspaper published an extensive four-page 
article in their Sunday Style section and interviewed the architects 
that participated in the exhibition.8 But instead of talking about 
the challenges of being a woman in a man’s field, these architects 
used the exposure granted to address the concerns and challenges 
of the profession. For these women, gender discrimination was not 
as important as the material needs of the collective.9 

The San Juan Star chose to place the story amid a selection of 
advertisements aimed at females. The main ad featured the image 
of an almost bare-chested woman and next to it a smaller ad for 
Massengil presented an explicit drawing of a disposable douche 
(fig. 2). The feminist agenda carried out by these architects 
appeared to be but banal thoughts floating around visual notions 
of female vanity and hygiene, in what seemed to be a meeting of 
both their intellectual and corporal needs. The press acknowledged 
the exhibition as being a female event, by women, for women, in a 
way that kept their contributions at the margins of the profession.

At tHE conStructIon SItE

early in her career Architect Istra Hernández, a graduate of UPR’s 
new School of Architecture, had the opportunity to design the main 
building of the Inter American University in Cupey, PR.  During its 
groundbreaking ceremony in April 1979, a pregnant Hernández, 
along with the University’s president, bankers and contractors, 
participated in the commemorative photo.10 The architect was 
the only woman that posed for the news, but when the photo was 
published in the Construction section of El Mundo, she was cropped 
out. All that remained as evidence of her presence was the blade 
of the shovel she used and part of the hardhat she wore. El Nuevo 
Día newspaper published the news the same day but cropped the 
photo even further, leaving only the faces of the men who, along 
with Hernández, had posed for the camera.11  The fact that two 
major newspapers in the Island excluded the architect from the 
story, invalidating her contribution, implies that the press did not 
allow the image of a woman obtrude on the Construction section of 
the newspaper. Construction was part of man’s world.

Three years later, Jaime Cobas, a design critic for the San Juan Star, 
wrote about Hernández’s design for the Inter American University.12  
In ‘Architecture or Real estate?’ the critic stated his disregard for 
the project and refered to the tropical-modernist-style courtyard-
building as ‘a loser amid a sea of polemics… a structure with an 
irregular hole in its center’, and questions whether it deserves to 
be called Architecture. Among the faults he lists are: inadequate 
parking facilities, different use of structural systems, lack of 
screens at bathrooms entrances, and the fact that the building, 
with its central area occupied by the students at all times of the 
day, ‘is noisy.’ In rational deliberation style, Cobas recognizes some 
of its attributes such as the implementation of a barrier-free design, 

classrooms that are ‘pleasantly naturally ventilated’ and says that 
when he visited the facilities, the ‘well lit and quiet library’ was 
filled to capacity. He describes the 800-seat theater as the only 
star “in this undistinguished constellation of mistakes” and credits 
the successful design to an acoustic consultants’ firm from Texas.

Architect Istra Hernández answered back with a lengthy letter 
published in the newspaper addressing each of Cobas’ claims 
besides adding other aspects of the project left out by the critic like 
its successful relationship to the site, and the low operating costs 
as a result of its sustainable design.13 Cobas publicly answers her 
back, this time stating that he found ‘the design elitist for it did not 
provide for those without private transportation’ even though one 
of the reasons he previously called the design a failure was its lack 
parking. At the end concludes that ‘The building is adequate, but 
it is not an example of the best of our contemporary architecture.’ 
This article is evidence to the fact that the work of female architects 
was criticized like that of any other practitioner. 

There is no way to prove that the design conceived by Hernández 
was harshly reviewed as a consequence of her gender, but there 
are several aspects of this engagement in criticism that are worth 
noting. one of these is the fact that the building was significant 
enough to deserve a review in an important newspaper: a high 
visibility project in a high visibility media. even with its negative 
undertones, the article was extensive, displayed two photographs 
of the building, and ensued a published dialog with the architect. 
Still, it was good publicity for the profession and for Hernández who 
was barely over thirty years old at the time. Both the building and 
the article gave her a place in the debate on what was considered 
Architecture; a dialog architects controlled where experience, 
seniority and gender sanctioned who could participate. 

ArcHItEct And ArcHItEct’S WIFE

Besides the review of Hernández work, the only other article 
related to a female architect published by the press in the eighties 
appeared in El Nuevo Día and it was about a husband and wife 
team of Fernando Abruña, and Peggy Musgrave (fig. 3).14 

even though the article presented a photograph of both, the text 
only speaks about Abruña, including a detailed account of the 
universities he graduated from, his design ideas, and recently 
completed projects. It does not make any mention of Musgrave 
except for the caption of the photograph where it states ‘Peggy 
directs her work towards interior design, complementing this way 
her husband’s work.’ 

The article proves Scott-Brown’s thesis that the Star System in 
architecture is doubly hard on women and that ‘the female architect 
who works with her husband will be submerged in his reputation.’15 It 
went even further to imply that Peggy was a good wife, as she did not 
intervene in her husband’s work but instead accommodated herself 
to a discipline of less prestige traditionally associated with women. 

A cASE oF MIStAKEn IdEntItY
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In 1990 there was another article published about the Abruña-
Musgrave firm.16 This time it presented a book they had written 
together and the caption under the photograph introduces Abruña 
as the architect and Musgrave as his wife without mentioning her 
title. Both articles make valid unequal power relations through the 
display and acceptance of cultural beliefs about work and gender. 
The articles give prominence to the male architect as an affirmation 
of his rights to the practice, and keeps society from perceiving the 
potential of female architects out of traditionally feminine fields.

AS coMPEtEnt ProFESSIonALS 

During the decades of the nineties there were four articles published 
on the subject of female architects. Two of these appeared in On 
the Job section of The San Juan Star as part of a series educating 
society on different trades and vocations.17 The other two articles 
were about architect Arleen Pabón, PhD. one of these was about 
the rehabilitation of the University of Puerto Rico’s 1938 theater 
and her role as administrator of the project.18 The article spoke 
about her qualifications, her expertise on historic preservation and 
also mentioned the firm of architects selected for the design. The 
other article is about Pabón’s high profile resignation from the 
Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña where she held the position of 
director of the board.19 It is with these four articles that female 
architects are beginning to be showcased as independent and 
competent professionals.

The first decade of the new millennium was significant in terms 
of articles published in the press about or by female architects. 
The profession of architecture itself was showcased by Astrid Díaz, 
a graduate from the School of Architecture in Río Piedras, who 
developed a series of short Tv documentaries about the value of 
the built environment.20 She also published numerous articles in El 
Nuevo Día about all subjects pertaining to architecture: from history, 
preservation and sustainability to home inspection, furniture and 
color selection (fig. 4). Pretty, young and educated, Astrid became 
the face of the profession as she helped the public become aware 
of the importance of architecture. 

Besides Astrid, other female architects appeared in the press as 
educators, builders, furniture designers, developers, preservationists 
and sustainable architects. of particular interest is an article about 
Beatriz del Cueto, PhD, FAIA, university professor and recipient in 
2011 of the Rome Prize for her work on historic preservation.21 El 
Nuevo Día published the article in 2006 and the title serves as its 
summary: “Centered in History; with perseverance and dedication, 
Beatriz Del Cueto enjoys her roles as mother, architect and wife.” In 
what seems to be a visit back in time, it addressed the same issues 
presented more than six decades before in the article about Besosa: 
the efforts of the female architect in balancing family and work. 

PrActIcE III

Figure 4. “Maestra del diseño arquitectónico”, El Nuevo Día, January 14, 
2001.Figure 3. “Casa Cartesiana”, El Nuevo Día, November 7, 1987.
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Comparng the two articles we can see that where as Besosa was 
professional, young and single, Del Cueto was older, experienced 
and married. While the sexuality of the first one was questioned, 
that of the second had been established. Besosa represented the 
unknown, the beginning of a movement of women leaving the 
domestic sphere and joining man’s world. Del Cueto represented 
the known: women could have both, a successful career and 
a successful family life. Del Cueto, like Besosa, stated that her 
family came first: she married and had a child after establishing her 
career, and her office was set up at home so that she could tend to 
the needs of her family.

In 2008 El Vocero published an article about the historic 
preservation work of Fúster-Acevedo, a husband and wife team 
of architects (fig. 5).22 Contrary to the article in the 1980s about 
the Abruña-Musgrave firm, the text gives voice to each one of the 
designers and lets them explain the history of the place, the design 
process, and the challenges faced. The pictures of the architects 
are substituted for pictures of the project for what turned out to be, 
like the project itself, a balanced piece of work.

The last article analyzed for this paper was published in March 7, 
2009 in the construction section of El Nuevo Día and presented 

an interview with three outstanding female architects: Beatriz Del 
Cueto, Astrid Díaz and Sonia Miranda.23 The article, prompted 
by the upcoming International Women’s Day and published in 
the construction section of the newspaper, summarizes personal 
views on the practice of each professional. They all concurred that 
architecture is still a male dominated field, that the construction 
site is particularly problematic, that women do not get credit 
when working in a firm, and that they feel that they had to work 
twice as much in order to appear competent. At the same time 
they acknowledge that nowadays there are more women owners of 
firms, more women winning architectural prizes, and more women 
participating as jurors in competitions.

concLuSIon

It could be inferred that the increase in the exposure of female 
architects by the press during the first decade of the 21st Century 
was in view of the fact that they had finally achieved equality within 
profession. But a closer look might reveal a more practical reason. 
All the articles published between 1945 and 1990 were written by 
male journalists and from a masculine perspective, whereas those 
published after the mid-nineties and the beginning of the 21st cen-
tury were put together by female journalists with the corresponding 
viewpoint. The proliferation of professional women in all working 
spheres was finally showing its results. Like it happened in archi-
tecture, female journalists were assigned to women’s topics24 and, 
among others subjects, they chose to follow the careers of fellow 
professional women, including those in architecture. We can say 
that in Puerto Rico, news about the work of female architects is still 
a female subject, by women, for women, but this time it takes their 
contributions from the margins to the center of the profession and 
presents them as any other competent practitioner.
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