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Abstract: Purposes, Poetics, and Publics: The Shifting
Dynamics of Design Criticism in the US and UK, 1955-2007

The history of design criticism in the latter half of the
twentieth century in the US and the UK is punctuated with
self-reflective interruptions during which design critics were
acutely self-conscious about their purpose, role in society,
relationship to their publics and use of critical techniques
and formats. This thesis examines a selection of such moments
and considers the extent to which they disrupted, and even
redirected, the ways in which design criticism was practiced,
produced, and consumed.

The chapter focuses are as follows: a selection of articles
published in the design magazines of the mid-late 1950s and
early 1960s which forcibly activated a new set of values with
which to engage with expendable, mass produced product design;
a protest at the International Design Conference at Aspen in
1970 which posed a challenge to the established conference
lecture format and to a lack of political engagement on the
part of the liberal design establishment; a set of articles by
cultural critics that critiqued the prevailing celebratory
commentary on style and lifestyle in 1980s London; an
independent exhibition that offered an alternative view of
contemporary design in contrast to government-endorsed design
exhibitions in 1990s London, with an additional focus on an
intensification of thought about the designed object as a
potentially viable critical format; and, lastly, a debate
between the authors of a US design blog and an established
British design critic writing in Print magazine that drew
attention to a rift between the energetic amateur impulses of
blogging culture and the editorial values of traditional print
media.

Three main problematics are used to provide continuity
throughout the discrete time periods of this thesis, as well
as points of comparison between the critical works examined:
criticism’s contesting conceptions of its instrumentality,
purpose and methods; criticism’s idealized perceptions of, and
actual engagement with, its publics; and, finally, criticism’s
adoption of a literary sensibility and narrative qualities in
an attempt to transcend the limitations of design’s
promotional and market-based concerns.

In identifying five moments of historical discontinuity in the
practice of design criticism, therefore, this thesis assembles
a time-lapse portrait of the intellectual, stylistic and
material constitution of design criticism between the early
1950s and the early 2000s, and in doing so, aims to contribute
meaningfully to a growing historiography of design criticism.
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INTRODUCTION

On a July afternoon in 2007, I was conducting an interview
with the British design critic Rick Poynor. The topic was his
critical practice and specifically a fiery exchange of blog
posts, each trailing hundreds of comments, which had been
generated by Poynor'’s accusation that, by his yardstick of
good criticism, the commentary produced by design blogs did

not measure up.'

Sitting at the kitchen table in his Twickenham
home, reflecting on the incident that had taken place earlier
that summer, he told me how he thought he’d ‘moved through

certainty back into uncertainty’. He said,

At a certain stage in your life, when you’ve lived a certain
way and you thought you’re clear about things, you might find
doubts returning, intruding. As a critic you spend your life
trying to decide what works for you in relation to the social
situation, the wider public situation. [..] If you have been
sorting things out and arriving at some conclusions, becoming
more certain and the background shifts, in a way that renders
those conclusions unworkable, untenable, what do you do??

The introspective and tentative tone of Poynor'’s self-analysis
contrasts emphatically with the authoritative voice he uses in
his public criticism in the pages of design magazines such as
Eye and Print and on the online forum Design Observer. It
reminded me not only to what extent criticism is a performed
activity in which critical vehicles like publications form a
stage for public pronouncements, but also just how many
similar doubts, uncertainties, and self-questionings I had
encountered in the course of researching the history of design
criticism. There was Reyner Banham’s letter to his wife,
written the evening after a protest by students and activists
had destabilized the 1970 International Conference at Aspen,
and called his own role as a progressive critic into question,

and in which he declared himself ‘psychologically bruised from

! Rick Poynor, ‘Easy Writer’, Print, May 2007, pp. 33-34. See Chapter Five

for details of this incident.
? Rick Poynor, personal interview, 13 July, 2007.



the events of this morning’.’

There was the episode the British
critic Dick Hebdige recounted which led to his being committed
to a psychiatric hospital and a lengthy process of identity
rebuilding. In the process of writing an article in 1984, he
had jumped out his window and was found by the police inside a
giant boot being stored for a carnival near his house — ‘And
it’s got this cross on it, with light bulbs and I thought I
was on the cross’ he told me.’ Like design critics’ individual
self-questioning and recalibration, as a group, too, design
critics undergo periodic moments of stocktaking, and even
crisis, in which doubts about the utility and conventions of
design criticism, and its ability to reach its publics rise to

the surface.

The history of design criticism in the latter half of the
twentieth century in the US and the UK is punctuated with
self-reflective interruptions during which design critics were
acutely self-conscious about their purpose, role in society,
relationship to their publics and use of critical techniques
and formats. This thesis examines a selection of such moments
and considers the extent to which they disrupted, and even
redirected, the ways in which design criticism was practiced,

produced, and consumed.

Each instance of interruption spotlights a type of criticism
that was new or coalescent in its time period and that was
articulated in implicit or explicit response to the perceived
antagonism of the dominant concerns and values of design
criticism as an established practice. In identifying five
moments of historical discontinuity in the practice of design
criticism, therefore, this thesis assembles a
kaleidoscopically reassembling, time-lapse portrait of the
intellectual, stylistic and material constitution of design

criticism between the early 1950s and the early 2000s.

> Letter from Reyner Banham to his wife, Mary, June 19, 1970, International

Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 27,
Fol. 3, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles. See Chapter Two for a
fuller explanation of the events at the IDCA 1970.

* Dick Hebdige, personal interview, 3 April, 2011. Dick Hebdige’s writing
practice is discussed in more detail in Chapter Three.
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My research uses a broad definition of design criticism as a
self-conscious and subjective practice of interpreting,
discerning among, encouraging or resisting the various
aesthetic, moral, environmental, or social repercussions of
the ideas, activities and outputs of the design industry. This
research is also based on the premise that design criticism
can be conveyed in multiple media, and is not confined to the
written word. While criticism is more usually associated with
formats such as the essay, article, book, and blog post, this
thesis encompasses additional formats such as the magazine as
a whole, the event, the lecture, the exhibition, and the
designed object itself. This expanded conception of a critical
format helps to reveal more facets of critical practice than a
consideration of only written criticism would allow. The kinds
of criticism conducted through such activities as editing,
oration and debate, performance, the assembling and
juxtaposing of objects, and the design process have different
registers, textures, methods, and audience responses. Analysis
of such modes, means, and sites of engagement contributes to a
fuller understanding of criticism as a pervasive force
exerting often invisible and unrecognized pressures on the
ways in which design is developed, circulated and used.
Furthermore, since the occasions of critical debate examined
in this thesis involve educators, philosophers, journalists,
editors, designers, curators, conference organizers, artists,
and activists, who deploy theory, reporting, lived experience
and ideology in combination, my broad view helps to complicate
an oft-invoked binary opposition between the so-called
‘academic’ and ‘journalistic’ variants of design criticism.
The apparent mutual distrust between these two cultures
(academe and journalism) still underlies much discussion of
criticism, typified by the terms and language used in a recent
debate about the public accessibility of academic research,
initiated by Rick Poynor (‘The Closed Shop of Design
Academia’) and extended by Matt Soar (’‘Rick Poynor on *“Design
Academics”: Having His Cake and Eating It Too’) and Peter Hall

(‘Changes in Design Criticism’), among others.’ Peter Hall,

®> Rick Poynor, ‘The Closed Shop of Design Academia’, Design Observer, 13
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writing from the perspective of a seasoned design journalist
and scholar, reviews the similarities between the two fields
and offers suggestions for how to move beyond this alleged
divide, but by continued reference to books and magazines
alone, it is hard to escape the ‘ivory tower’ versus popular
‘marketplace of ideas’ dichotomy. Extending the discussion
beyond the restricted terms of a late twentieth century
publishing paradigm, allows for a more expansive conception of
the evolution of design criticism in all the unexpected and
unfamiliar forms it may inhabit, and concerns it may animate,

and the publics it may speak for and with.

The chapter focuses of this thesis are as follows: a selection
of articles published in the design magazines of the mid-late
1950s and early 1960s which forcibly activated a new set of
values with which to engage with expendable, mass produced
product design; a protest at the International Design
Conference at Aspen in 1970 which posed a challenge to the
established conference lecture format and to a lack of
political engagement on the part of the liberal design
establishment; a set of articles by cultural critics that
critiqued the prevailing celebratory commentary on style and
lifestyle in 1980s London; an independent exhibition that
offered an alternative view of contemporary design in contrast
to government-endorsed design exhibitions in 1990s London,
with an additional focus on an intensification of thought
about the designed object as a potentially viable critical
format; and, lastly, a debate between the authors of a US
design blog and an established British design critic writing
in Print magazine that drew attention to a rift between the
energetic amateur impulses of blogging culture and the

editorial values of traditional print media.

Each chapter focus reveals the specific nature of the
relationship between format and the argument being sustained.

In the case of the protests at the International Design

April 2012; Matt Soar, ‘Rick Poynor on “Design Academics”: Having His Cake
and Eating It Too’, Matt Soar’s blog, 19 April, 2012; Peter Hall, ‘Academe
and Design Writing: Changes in Design Criticism’, Design and Culture, Vol.
5. Issue 1., Spring 2013, pp. 21-28.
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Conference at Aspen of 1970, for example, critique took the
form of interstitial discussions, performances and happenings
which, through their very physical form, underlined the
challenges they represented to the prevailing linear mode of
the delivery of content that had dominated conference

proceedings until then.

Research parameters: locales

The US and the UK, and specifically New York and London, were
among the ‘centres’ of design practice, commentary and
publishing throughout the period under discussion. Choosing to
focus on these locations allows for an examination of the
exchange of ideas between the two countries, in a shared
language. Industrial Design magazine in the US and Design
magazine in the UK kept a sharp eye on one another’s
activities and the output of local design practice through
their correspondents. They sometimes commissioned articles
from each other’s stable of writers, and often re-published
articles from each other’s magazines. The fact that during
this period of post-war reconstruction many British social and
cultural critics were absorbed by American economic and
cultural values also plays a part in the geographical
delimitation of this thesis. Trans-Atlantic interchanges were
a feature of the International Design Conference at Aspen,
which British critics visited as speakers, attendees or
reporters. In the 1970 conference, which I look at in Chapter
Two, this two-way dialogue expanded to include an incongruous
clash of cultures between representatives of the American
liberal design establishment mainly from New York, Californian
environmental activists, and French left-wing philosophers,
among which hostile constituencies the British design critic
Reyner Banham attempted to mediate. The thread of US-UK
exchange continues in my discussion of blogs in the early
2000s, when British critic Rick Poynor, writing in an American
magazine angered the members of a mostly American online
design community with his dismissal of their contribution to
criticism, although such geographical identities dissolve

somewhat in the virtual space of an online forum.
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In concentrating on the US and the UK, my study does little,
therefore, to correct what Glenn Adamson et al. have termed
‘the lopsided representation of the history of design
occurring primarily in Western Europe and the United States’.®
Other design historians interested in design criticism are
developing studies in their own countries which draw attention
to the culturally specific inflections of design criticism and
in composite do help to provide a more globally diverse
portrait of the practice. Such studies include: Fredie Floré’s
work on the Flemish design critic K. N. Elno; Kjetil Fallan’s
study of the Norwegian design magazine Nye Bonytt; Frederike
Huygen’s research on the history of design criticism in the
Netherlands; and Naomi Stead’s ongoing interest in Australian
design and architecture criticism in Australia.’ In each of
these cases, the researcher has chosen to study criticism
produced and consumed in the country in which they live, the
benefits of which become evident in their sensitivity to the
regional and cultural nuances of the discourse being analysed,
and I consider my study to be a part of this dispersed, but
growing historiography. I am British and I have lived in New
York for the past fifteen years. My personal interest in the
flow and interruption, the translation and misinterpretation,
of ideas and influences between these two countries, and my
access to sources in both, has contributed to my choosing them

as locales for my chapter focuses.

Research parameters: periodization

This research examines the shifting and multiple roles that
design criticism played from the immediate post-war era until
the first decade of the twenty-first century. This is a

lengthy time period, but one that I feel is necessary in order

¢ Glenn Adamson, Giorgio Riello, Sarah Teasley, eds., Global Design History,
(London and New York: Routledge, 2011), p. 2.

’” Fredie Floré, ‘Design Criticism and Social Responsibility: the Flemish
Design Critic K.N. Elno (1920-1993)’ in Grace Lees Maffei, ed. Writing
Design, (London: Berg, 2011); Kjetil Fallan, ‘The Metamorphosis of a
Norwegian Design Magazine: Nye Bonytt, 1968-1971’, in Grace Lees Maffei, ed.
Writing Design, (London: Berg, 2011); Frederike Huygen, ‘Report from
Holland, Design Criticism after Postmodernism’, in Design Issues, Vol. 13,
Number 2, Summer 1997; Naomi Stead, ‘Criticism in/and/of Crisis: The
Australian Context’, in Jane Rendell, Mark Dorrian et al., eds., Critical
Architecture, (London and New York: Routledge, 2007), pp. 76-83.
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to embrace major developments in communication technology that
have affected the production and dissemination of design
criticism, as well as the transition from an industrial to a
post-industrial design paradigm, and the rise of ecological

consciousness, all of which influenced thinking about design.

My starting point is the immediate post-war era when two major
magazines dedicated to industrial and product design in its
own right were founded (Design, in London, founded in 1949),
and Industrial Design, in New York, launched in 1954) and when
the debate surrounding the purpose of design criticism became
more evident and self-reflective. In the process of working
out their own critical stances, writers, editors, and readers
of such magazines raised questions about design criticism’s
utility in relation to design practice, social good,
intellectual culture, political interests, the environment,
and consumer protection and empowerment. Not all such
questions were new to the period; they tapped into larger and
sometimes centuries-old philosophical discourses on the role
of critique in society, ranging from liberal humanist
discussions of aesthetics and rhetoric to theoretical
discussion of the pervasiveness of politics, the constitutive
nature of language, and the contingency of meaning. The
application of such discourses to design as subject matter was
not entirely new to the period either. In the US early
twentieth century pragmatists such as John Cotton Dana,
through his work at the Newark Museum, had embraced design as
subject matter.? In Britain the social criticism of design
manufacture by nineteenth-century design reformists such as
John Ruskin and William Morris, and a plethora of design
commentators in the early twentieth century, represents a kind
of proto-design criticism. What was particular to the early
1950s period, therefore, was the intensification of interest
in industrial design as a topic, and the establishment of
magazines devoted exclusively to industrial and product
design. The industrial design profession, which had been

developed in the 1930s and 1940s, began, once post-war

8 John Cotton Dana, director of the Newark Museum, Newark, New Jersey, 1902-

1929.
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recovery was underway, to be both promoted and scrutinized
more energetically and it is the charged nature of the
discussions that emerged during this period that make this a
viable starting point for my study. The early 1950s is also an
interesting launch point since the journalistic impulses of
certain editors at Design and the very existence of an
independent trade publication like Industrial Design,
signalled ways in which design criticism might escape the
institutional purview of the Council of Industrial Design in

Britain and the Museum of Modern Art in the US.

Ending my study in the early 2000s allows me to include the
arrival of online publishing and to consider its turbulent
effects on the way design criticism was conducted and
consumed, as well as criticism’s reconfigured relationship to
democracy, authority, and professional status in the early
years of the twenty-first century. Design criticism became
increasingly fragmented and distributed across web media, with
multiple micro-constituencies, rather than recognized
publishers or institutions, initiating, hosting and feeding
the many simultaneous and rhizomatic conversations. German
philosopher Walter Benjamin has suggested how the metaphor of
a ‘constellation’ is better suited to a consideration of
historical associations than a straight line representing an
uncritical notion of progress across time. Benjamin’s
constellation links past events among themselves, and can link
‘what has been with the now’; its formation stimulates a flash
of recognition in the anachronistic confluence between
different time periods.’ He believed that ‘[The historian who
starts from this] records the constellation in which his own
epoch comes into contact with that of an earlier one. He
thereby establishes a concept of the present as that of the
here-and-now, in which splinters of messianic time are shot

10

through’.”” In the early twenty-first century period, with

° Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, N1, 9/458, quoted in Christopher

Rollason, ‘The Passageways of Paris: Walter Benjamin's Arcades Project and
Contemporary Cultural Debate in the West’,
http://www.wbenjamin.org/passageways.html#£fn76 [accessed 20 October, 2013].
! Walter Benjamin, ‘On the Concept of History’, Gesammelten Schriften I:2.
Suhrkamp Verlag. Frankfurt and Main, 1974. (Translation: Dennis Redmond
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which I conclude my study, design criticism underwent emphatic
and constitutive change. And yet, among its characteristics
such as its shape-shifting dispersal among media, discourses
and disciplines, one can discern ‘splinters’ of earlier
periods in its conception, as well as threads of continuity
throughout the entire period under investigation. As this
thesis will demonstrate, design criticism, as has always been
a fugitive enterprise, inhabiting the interstices between
recognized subject silos such as art, architecture and social
sciences, and, beyond publishing, exerting influences on the
approaches, activity and output of museums, institutions,
professional associations, schools, publishing, research, and

retail.

A history in ‘events’ as ‘ruptures’

Using the conception of a ‘rupture’, described by Bruce
Mazlish as ‘a major cut in the continuity of the past’, and
Michel Foucault’s non-linear approach to the history of
concepts, through ‘cultivat[ing] the details and accidents
that accompany every beginning’, maintaining ‘passing events
in their proper dispersion’ and isolating ‘the different
scenes where [concepts] engage in different roles’, I have
chosen to focus on a series of ruptures to the practice of

! while Foucault wanted to retain the

design criticism.
complexity of conceptual phenomena as ‘entangled events’, the
historian M.C. Lemon, who proposes a framework for the study
and writing of history which re-emphasizes the explicatory use
of narrative to approach the history of political thought,
uses the term ‘event’ to mean ‘a sequence of occurrences

singled out for notice’."

Lemon’s examples of events include
arguments, holidays, parties, elections, revolutions,

evenings-out and journeys, each of which are to a large

8/4/01. http://members.efn.org/~dredmond/Theses_on_ History.PDF [accessed
October 20, 2013]

' Bruce Mazlish, ‘Ruptures in History’ in Historically Speaking Volume 12,
Number 3, June 2011 p. 32.

Michel Foucault, ‘Nietsche, Genealogy, History’, in ed. Paul Rabinow, The
Foucault Reader, (New York: Pantheon, 1984), p. 81.

2 Tbid. p. 89.

M.C. Lemon, The Discipline of History and the History of Thought, (London:
Routledge, 1995) p. 71.
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extent, ‘deliberately planned orderings of occurrences’. One
of the implications of the analytic principle of events is the
necessity to ‘select out’ events of import to ‘narrow down’
their parameters, in order to ‘locate contexts of occurrences
where meaningful sequences (that is, genuinely related
temporalities), are to be found’ and in order to recount the
extent to which such meaningful sequences constitute change.
In this thesis I deploy both modes of history writing — I
identify significant events that represent moments of rupture
in the history of design criticism, and then, within them, I

use a narrative approach to unfold their meaning.

Each of my ‘moments’ of charged discussion about design
criticism exemplifies an emphatic confluence of my key themes,
which will be discussed below. I tried to select instances of
design criticism in action, each of which illustrates a
different critical voice, subject matter, technique, medium,
and type of public engagement. The main concern, however, was
to pick the examples that best demonstrated moments of
transition and change at which critics were most self-aware
both of the means and purpose of their criticism. Italian
philosopher Giorgio Agamben reads Nietzche'’s Untimely
Mediations as being about the way in which true
contemporariness, is about ‘disconnection and out-of-
jointness’ with respect to the present.' Those who neither
perfectly coincide with their time nor adjust themselves to
its demands, are ‘precisely through this disconnection [..]
more capable than others of perceiving and grasping their own
time’.' In refusing the ‘demands’ of the prevailing strains of
design commentary in each of their periods of practice, the
critics discussed in this thesis each used their ‘out-of-
joint’ perspectives on design to grasp their contemporary
moment more fully. In accounting for ‘out-of-jointness’ and in

charting ruptures — moments of tension, conflict, change, and

acute self consciousness about criticism — this thesis hopes

13 Ibid. p. 72.

' Ibid. p. 112 and p. 43.

* Giorgio Agamben ‘What is the Contemporary?’ in What is Apparatus and Other
Essays, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009), p. 40.

* Ibid.
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to show design criticism’s features in sharper relief than a
contiguous history of its formative constitution would allow

for.

Finding a place in design historiography for product design
criticism

This thesis focuses on product design criticism in particular.
While architecture criticism has an evolving historiography
and graphic design has self-reflective practitioners
interested in charting the history of its critical output
through books, conferences, and contributions to online
forums, the history of criticism about product design is only

marginally covered so far.

Aside from growing numbers of studies of architectural
publications such as The Architectural Review and
Architectural Design, among others, architecture historians
have made significant contributions to a gathering literature

" These include Mark Linder and

about architecture criticism.’
Ann Bergren'’'s critical monograph of the architects Scogin,
Elam, and Bray, Anthony Vidler’'s Histories of the Immediate
Present, and numerous articles by architectural historians
including Felicity Scott, Mark Wigley, and Kazys Varnelis,

among others.'

Alexandra Lange’s Writing About Architecture:
Mastering the Language of Buildings and Cities is particularly
useful contribution to the ongoing study of criticism through
close analysis of, and discussion of writerly strategies at
play in key essays by architecture critics such as Ada Louise

Huxtable, Lewis Mumford, and Michael Sorkin.'’

' In her study of the British architecture journal The Architectural Review

under JM Richards’ editorship, Jessica Kelly uses private correspondence and
institutional archives to contextualize her study of the journal’s critical
voice to examine the importance of a public discussion of architecture to
the evolution of a discourse around modernist architecture in Britain. Steve
Parnell’s study of Architectural Design under Monica Pidgeon’s editorship
explores the impact of the experimental British architectural magazine on
architectural discourse and on the writing of architectural history.

' Mark Linder and Ann Bergren, Scogin, Elam, and Bray: Critical
Architecture/Architectural Criticism, (New York: Rizzoli, 1992).

Anthony Vidler, Histories of the Immediate Present: Inventing Architectural
Modernism, (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2008).

! Alexandra Lange, Writing About Architecture: Mastering the Language of
Buildings and Cities, (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2012).



19

Since the 1980s design historians have turned their attention
to design publications, and there have been increasing numbers
of article-length studies about such publications as the

British journal Design, the Italian magazine Domus, the German
magazine Gebrauschgrafik, the British magazine Blueprint, and

the Norwegian design magazine nye bonytt.?’

Rick Poynor’s
intellectual history of the British graphic design publication
Typographica, his study of the significance of the American
publication Emigre within his book on postmodern design, and
his more recent essay on large format visual arts magazines in
V&A's Postmodernism catalogue, put graphic design magazines
and their editors at the centre of historical investigation.?
Alex Seago’'s work on the Royal College of Art’s ARK magazine
provides an informative account of the far-reaching effects of

a small-scale student publication.??

These magazine histories
look at the editing and art direction of the magazine in
relation to its role as a conveyor of ideas and in relation to
other cultural production of the period. They are particularly

concerned with a magazine’s avant-garde status, its prescience

20 paul Burall, ‘The Official Critic: Irrelevant or Influential?’Design
Issues, Vol. 13, No. 2, A Critical Condition: Design and Its Criticism
Summer, 1997, pp. 36-39.

For an account of Domus magazine, see Simona Storchi, ‘La Casa
All’'Italiana’: Domus and the Ideology of the Domestic Interior in 1930s
Italy’, in ed. Simona Storchi, Beyond the Piazza: Public and Private Spaces
in Modern Italy (Brussels: PIE, Peter Lang, 2013) pp. 57-79.

For an account of Gebrauchsgraphik magazine, see Jeremy Aynsley,
‘Gebrauchsgraphik as an Early Graphic Design Journal, 1924- 1938’ in Journal
of Design History, vol. 5, no. 1, 1992, pp. 53-72.

For accounts of Blueprint magazine, see: Liz Farrelly, ‘Design Journalism:
The Production of Definitions’, MA thesis, V&A/RCA, 1989 and Penelope Dean,
‘Magazine’ in ‘Delivery without Discipline: Architecture in the Age of
Design’, PhD thesis, University of California, 2008, pp. 62-90.

For an account of Nye Bonytt see: Kjetil Fallan, ‘The Metamorphosis of a
Norwegian Design Magazine: Nye Bonytt, 1968-1971’, in Grace Lees Maffei, ed.
Writing Design, (London: Berg, 2011).

For an overview of British design journalism, see: David Crowley, ‘Design
Magazines and Design Culture’ in Communicate: Independent Graphic Design in
Britain Since the Sixties, ed. Rick Poynor (London: Laurence King, 2004).
For insights into the magazine as a designed object, see: Jeremy Aynsley and
Kate Forde, eds. Design and the Modern Magazine (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2007).

2l Rick Poynor, Typographica, (New York: Princeton Architectural Press,
2001).

Rick Poynor, No More Rules: Graphic Design and Postmodernism, (London:
Laurence King Publishing, 2003), pp. 148-171.

Rick Poynor, ‘Big Magazines: Design as the Message’ in Postmodernism: Style
and Subversion, 1970-1990, eds. Glen Adamson and Jane Pavitt (London: V&A
Publishing, 2011), pp. 214-220.

2 Alex Seago, Burning the Box of Beautiful Things: ARK Magazine and the
Development of a Postmodern Sensibility at the Royal College of Art, 1950-
1962, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995).
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in identifying topics for discussion, the breadth of its
influence and its lasting impact. They are less concerned with
how particular pieces were written and why and how readers
engaged with them, and do not specifically address the

question of criticism per se.

One of the most significant contributions to the history of
product design criticism thus far is the historian Nigel
Whiteley’s 2002 book Reyner Banham: Historian of the Immediate
Future, the first book-length critical assessment of Banham’s
entire body of work.?” Prior to Whiteley'’s book, selections of
Banham’s articles had been gathered into two major anthologies
—Design by Choice, edited by Penny Sparke (1981) and A Critic
Writes (1996), edited by Banham’s widow, Mary, and his former
colleagues Cedric Price and Paul Barker — but neither

attempted critical appraisal.®

Whiteley devotes a chapter of his book to Banham’s design
criticism, specifically, but since in the book he addresses
Banham’s entire oeuvre — his twelve books and more than 700
articles covering design and architecture and history and
criticism — Whiteley is not able to go into much detail in
analysing Banham’s product design criticism. This leaves room,
I believe, for my own study of a small selection of Banham’s
articles which, through a more granular reading, aims to
elicit new perspectives on Banham’s writing in relation to
that of his like-minded peers, and the establishment values
which his articles sought to counter. I agree with Whiteley'’s
assessment that over the course of his entire career Banham
says too little about environmental issues and the political
and social limitations of the market economy — ‘This was

undoubtedly the weakest point of his theory of design’,

2 Nigel Whiteley, Reyner Banham: Historian of the Immediate Future
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002).

** penny Sparke, ed. Design By Choice: Reyner Banham (New York: Rizzoli,
1981). Mary Banham, Sutherland Lyall, Cedric Price, Paul Barker, eds. A
Critic Writes: Selected Essays by Reyner Banham, (Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1999).

Since the publication of Whiteley’s book the lectures delivered by scholars
as part of the Reyner Banham Memorial Lecture series have been anthologized
in Harriet Atkinson and Jeremy Aynsley, eds. The Banham Lectures: Essays on
Designing the Future (London: Berg, 2009).
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Whiteley writes.?

The examples of Banham’s work that I am
interested in, however, represent a different type of radical
incursion in the realm of mid-late 1950s design publishing.
The articles I have chosen to study were focused on
dismantling the aesthetic and moral standards that were
unquestioningly deployed in prevailing commentary about design
of the period that, in Banham'’s view, prevented adequate
appreciation of the social significance of mass-produced

goods.

Whiteley was also the guest editor of the summer 1997 edition
of Design Issues in which he sought to chart the territory of
design criticism under the title ‘A Critical Condition: Design
and its Criticism’. He began the study with the provocation
that, ‘In recent theory and criticism, interpretation has
replaced evaluation as the critic seeks to deconstruct meaning

26 The statement is

and values [..] rather than judge’.
accompanied by two questions: ‘Has criticism become merely the
application of theory?’ and ‘Does criticism now have any
meaningful role or function?’ Whiteley saw criticism in the
1990s as profoundly and irreversibly informed by postmodern
theoretical discourses regarding power, authority and vested
interests. He identified a ‘pre-theory’ criticism that dealt
with particularities and judgments, and a ‘post-theory’
criticism that prioritizes interpretation over evaluation. The
essays selected for the issue include studies of the recent
history of criticism such as Paul Burall’s consideration of
the rise and fall of the institutionally endorsed critic at

the Council of Industrial Design;?’

challenges to prevailing
assumptions about criticism such as Anne Bush’s analysis of a
body of graphic design criticism published in Looking Closer:
Critical Writings on Graphic Design, which, in her view,

appears unable to escape from the formalist constraints of

% Nigel Whiteley, Reyner Banham: Historian of the Immediate Future
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), p. 314.

%6 Nigel Whiteley, ‘Olympus and the Market Place: Reyner Banham and Design
Criticism’ in Design Issues, Vol: 13, n. 2, Summer 1997, pp. 1-16.

?7 paul Burall, The Official Critic: Irrelevant or Influential?, Design
Issues, Vol. 13, No. 2, (Summer, 1997), pp. 36-39.
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2% and those that raise

‘the modernist artistic paradigm’;
questions about the limitations of recent criticism such as
Frederike Huygen'’s castigation of contemporary Dutch critics
for hiding behind the relativism of the ‘postmodern facade’;?
and Steve Baker'’s recommendation for an alternative critical
practice that incorporates, or at least acknowledges, its
proximity to fiction and fabulation.’® These examples of
research into design criticism are valuable to the project of
charting the history of design criticism, yet they remain
fragmentary and focused on single critics or publications.
This research, therefore, offers a model for a broader
investigation of design criticism and contributes to a growing
discourse about the importance of historicizing design

criticism.

In the early 2000s, some scholars adopted the label of
‘mediation’ to describe their interest in the ways in which
designed objects and design thinking are presented, reflected,
promoted and interpreted and through the mechanisms of
museums, publishing, PR, and corporate literature. In her
introduction to a special issue of the Design History Journal
devoted to advice literature, Grace Lees Maffei argued that
advice literature, which can help in an understanding of how
ideal models of the consumption of designed goods were
mediated to a reading or viewing public, ‘can be more than

complementary sources: they can be the focus of analysis’.?®!

Mediation is useful as a conceptual methodology for this
research in that it draws attention to the textual surfaces of
design documentation and provokes a questioning of the ways in
which prevailing notions about design’s value, principles, and
significance circulate. In this thesis I am attentive to the

ways in which design magazines can be seen as conduits through

% Anne Bush, ‘Criticism and the Discerning Eye’, Design Issues, Vol. 13, No.

2 (Summer 1997) pp. 16-23.

* Frederike Huygen, ‘Report from Holland: Design Criticism after
Postmodernism’, Design Issues, Vol. 13, No. 2 (Summer 1997) pp. 40-43.

3 Steve Baker, ‘Flying, Stealing: Design’s Improper Criticism’, Design
Issues, Vol. 13, No. 2 (Summer 1997) pp. 65-76.

3 Grace Lees Maffei, Introduction, ‘Studying Advice: Historiography,
Methodology, Commentary, Bibliography’, Journal of Design History, Vol 16 No
1, 2003, p. 10.
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which discussion about consumption might re-enter the sites of
production. (Design magazines are the products of graphic
design practice, the media through which design ideas are
communicated, and their storage and use in the design studio
represents can be evaluated to a certain extent). Like
Slovenian design historian Barbara Predan, I am interested in
locating ‘detectable traces’ in design practice of the impact

and effects of design criticism.?

A history of mediation seems chiefly concerned with the
transfer of ideas between the design industry and an ideal
consumer, while a history of design criticism must also take
into account the reading and viewing publics that encounter
design criticism beyond the activities of either design
practice or the purchase and use of designed products. My
research may be situated within what Lees Maffei has termed
‘The Production-Consumption-Mediation Paradigm’, but intends
to expand that paradigm further to include the dynamics of the

public’s engagement with criticism.

The materiality of criticism

This research considers the object nature, or materiality, of
modes of criticism such as exhibitions, conferences, and
critical design products. Even the manifestations of written
criticism —articles, essays, blog posts — can be considered as
designed objects themselves. A piece of text exists in space,
is a designed entity made of materials, and is subject to

similar economic pressures as other designed products.

To understand how a piece of criticism was encountered and
used at the time of its publication, it is useful to
reconstruct the original context in which an article was
presented — what kind of publication it was, where the piece
occurred within the publication, what advertising it was
juxtaposed with, whether it meshed with other content in the
publication, how it was commissioned, how much the writer was

paid, and so on.

* Barbara Predan, ‘The Intervention of Criticism into Practice’, paper

presented at the 2nd International Conference for Design Education
Researchers, Oslo, 14-17 May 2013, p. 3.
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In its original context, design criticism borrows energy from
everything around it — in the case of written criticism, the
work of other writers in the magazine, newspaper or blog, the
juxtapositions between articles and advertising, the choice of
images, the editorial statement, news pieces, the letters to
the editor, the pacing of the sequencing and the layout of the
pages. A piece of writing is usually intended for a particular
time, place, and audience; by returning to examine an article
in its original location in a publication, one can piece
together the live community in which it had a particular
purpose and intention, in which it mattered. As a social
group, what did the publishers, editors, writers,
photographers, art directors, advertisers, and readers, care

about at that time, and why?

The other articles in the publication and its textual traces
of a community of readers all contribute to our understanding
of a piece of design criticism. This research, which considers
critical documents as nodes in larger networks of writing,
designed objects, ideas, and people, seeks to reconnect the
links between them and to re-imagine the social geographies
that gave rise to their creation. Rather than trying to create
some perfect reconstruction of an article in situ, like a
period interior, however, this research acknowledges the
fluidity and instability of the intertextual framework, and
the ways in which looking at historical examples of criticism
necessarily involves reflecting the ways it has been
previously interpreted and the concerns of the present. An
intertextual reading is thus invoked here in two ways: firstly
in the sense that Julia Kristeva coined the term in her study
of Bakhtin’s work on dialogue and carnival, as a means of
appreciating a text as an author’s production of a mosaic of
references to, quotations from, and implicit dialogues with

other texts.®?

It can also be applied to the reader’s
engagement with a text. In their article, ‘Reading

Intertextually: Multiple Mediations and Critical Practice’,

¥ Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and

Art, ed. Leon S. Roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon S.
Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), p. 91.
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Beverly Whitaker Long and Mary Susan Strine also use the term
‘intertextuality’, to describe the way in which the reader of
a text draws on his experience with other texts and makes
connections between these various texts and the present text

being experienced.*

Ann Sobiech Munson’s analysis of Lewis Mumford New Yorker
review of the Lever House building published on August 9, 1952
is a particularly good example of an attempt to reconstruct
the social life of a piece of writing through a detailed
description of its location in the magazine, abutted by
advertisements for synthetic fabrics, air travel, and the 1952
Lincoln (with its ‘3,721 square inches of glass’,) other
articles, reviews, cartoons, and pieces of fiction, and how it
would have been received by what New Yorker historian Mary F.
Corey’'s has termed ‘a recognizable New Yorker reader, habitat,
and geography of the mind’. Sobiech Munson also compares the
article to others written by Mumford in his ongoing ‘The
Skyline’ column, and to other reviews of the Lever building
published in other contemporaneous magazines. In doing so,
Sobiech Munson makes a case for the vital role of Mumford’s
writing in the mid-century American understanding of
modernism, not merely ‘representing’ architecture, but
actively participating in the way it was understood, and
adding to the construction of the architectural subjects, thus
contributing to the social-historical record of the built
artefact. She writes, ‘writing becomes the object of study,
one that not only reflects the built object Lever House but
also inflects back into the icon Lever House and becomes
complicit in the construction of the world it inhabits’.?’
Peter Hall has observed that design historians and theorists,
‘loosely characterized, use journalistic writing as source

material, the raw fodder for the writing of history and

3 Beverly Long and Mary Susan Strine, ‘Reading Intertextually: Multiple

Mediations and Critical Practice’, Quarterly Journal of Speech. 75, 1989, p.
468.

* Ann Sobiech Munson, ‘Lewis Mumford’s Lever House: Writing a House of
Glass'’ in Writing Design: Words and Objects, ed. Grace Lees-Maffei, (London:
Berg, 2011), pp. 119-132.
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theory’ .

Repositioning writing about design from its marginal
location as design history’s raw fodder and source material,
to a more central location where it ‘becomes the object of

study’ brings with it specific methodological challenges.
In 1984 design historian Clive Dilnot suggested that,

a history of the rise of the design journal as the vehicle for
projecting the ideology or value of ‘design’ would be an
enormous contribution to understanding the profession’s self-
promotion of design values. To map the changing values, idea,
and beliefs expressed or communicated in text and graphic
layout could, in a sense, map the history of the professions.
Is the history literally contained in the glossy pages of
Domus or Industrial Design?®’

While I agree with Dilnot that there is much to be contributed
to design history by gleaning information from ‘the glossy
pages of Domus or Industrial Design’, his view of the design
journal as a self-promoting ‘projector’ of the values of the
design profession is limiting. Magazines encompass the
contrary views of, and complex relationships between,
publishers, editors, writers, readers, and subjects, in ways
far more heterodox than Dilnot’s assessment suggests. Product
design critics of the early 1950s attempted to balance the
perceived needs of their various constituencies — designers,
manufacturers, policymakers, and consumers — with the aims of
the commissioning magazine and their personal literary
ambitions. A more nuanced study of design magazines should
account for the political, social, and economic pressures that
shape them, the variety of voices and opinions expressed, and
especially for the moments of resistance to design’s
ideologies and values, that occur on their pages. This flux of
contradictory ideas, imperatives, and interpretations, I call
the ‘dynamics of criticism’. As M.C. Lemon has observed,
history involves the examination of ‘the genuine interplay
(rather than meaningless juxtapositions) of individuals with

each other and with a multiplicity of phenomena such as

% peter Hall, ‘Academe and Design Writing: Changes in Design Criticism’,
Design and Culture, Vol. 5. Issue 1., Spring 2013, p. 22.

*7 Clive Dilnot, ‘The State of Design History, Part I: Mapping the Field’,
Design Issues, Vol. 1, No. 1, Spring, 1984, p. 249.
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*® cultural studies,

groups, parties, institutions and ideas’.
too, identifies such interplay. In his inaugural address as
the first director of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies at the University of Birmingham in 1963, the
sociologist Richard Hoggart outlined an approach to what he
provisionally called ‘Literature and Contemporary Cultural
Studies’. Hoggart identified four main foci for this nascent
discipline: writers and artists (how do they become what they
are, and what are their financial rewards?); audiences (what
expectations do they have, and what background knowledge do
they bring?); opinion-formers, guardians, the elite, the
clerisy (where do they come from and what are their channels
of influence?); and the organization for the production and
distribution of the written and spoken word (what are their
natures, financial and otherwise?). Lastly, Hoggart spoke of
an urgent need to find out more about what happens when all
four shaping forces interact, ‘about interrelations between
writers and their audiences, and about their shared
assumptions; about interrelations between writers and organs
of opinion, between writers, politics, power, class and

cash.'¥

Hoggart’s summary of the concerns of the CCCS aptly
describes the project of an historian of design criticism, and

such questions impel this research.

Methods and sources

Each chapter focus deals with a different type of design
criticism, a different conception of design criticism’s
conventions, and thus a different set of sources. The primary
sources consulted for this thesis falls into the following
categories: individual articles and posts; whole magazines and
blogs; letters to the editor and comments; interviews;
collected papers such as letters, working documents, memos,
board minutes, and press releases; catalogues, photographs,
and reviews of exhibitions; films, audio recordings and

transcripts of conferences and broadcasts.

*® M.C. Lemon, The Discipline of History and the History of Thought, (London:

Routledge, 1995) p. 109.
* Richard Hoggart, ‘Schools of English and Contemporary Society’, Speaking
to Each Other (Vol. 2). (London: Chatto & Windus, 1970), pp. 256-257.
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The historian of design criticism must use a combination of
methods including textual analysis, biography, and oral
history, and scholarship from a number of disciplines
including media history, literary criticism, philosophy,
historical sociology, and cultural studies. The two main
research methods used in this thesis are the literary
technique of close textual analysis and the oral history
interview. I use close textual analysis to unpack the
arguments and stylistic techniques of each article, focusing
on the use of such devices as vocabulary, metaphor,
references, point of view, sentence structure, rhetoric, and
the visual format of the articles as they appeared in their

original publications.

Material derived from interviews is used throughout the thesis
and I will make a few general observations about them here.
Architect Wayne Attoe has written that, ‘Criticism is best
characterized as behavior; and it should be seen, like other
behaviors, in relation to underlying motives, fears,
intentions, and habits’.*’ Due to the dearth of design critics’
papers, letters, or other documents that might have recorded
their working processes, reflections on design criticism as a
practice, and their roles as design critics, I attempted to

elicit such information through interviews.*

The design critics interviewed in this thesis were: Deborah
Allen, Jane Thompson, Ralph Caplan, Richard Hamilton, Dick
Farson, Deyan Sudjic, Peter York, Stephen Bayley, Judith
Williamson, Dick Hebdige, Fiona Raby, Anthony Dunne, Claire
Catterall, Nigel Coates, Rick Poynor and Mark Kingsley. Reyner
Banham, a pivotal critic in this thesis died in 1988 but I was
able to learn something of his working practice through an
interview with his widow Mary Banham. For contextual

information I also interviewed the magazine art directors Ken

** Wayne Attoe, ‘Methods of Criticism and Response to Criticism’, Journal of

Architectural Education, Vol 29, No. 4, April 1976, p. 20.

‘! There is no complete archive for the best known and most prolific critic
of the latter half of the twentieth century, Reyner Banham, for example.
When he moved from London to Buffalo, NY, in 1976 he burnt all his papers.
According to his widow, Mary Banham, ‘He wasn’t interested in posterity, so
the other 10 versions of the article went on the bonfire’. His post-1976
papers are collected at the Getty Research Institute.
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Garland and Simon Esterson, the IDCA secretary Merrill Ford,
the designer Sheila Levrant de Bretteville, and the publisher
Peter Murray. I conducted email interviews with Chip Lord, Eli

Noyes, and Sim Van der Ryn.*

The most successful interview in this respect was with British
design critic Rick Poynor. We had several preliminary
conversations before I conducted a long, formal interview at
his house in Twickenham. Poynor is unusual in his ability to
remember details of what he was reading and why at different
periods of his life, and in his acute self-consciousness both
about the practice of criticism generally and his own critical
practice. Other interviewees were more reticent, unwilling to
cast themselves as design critics. The American co-editor of
Industrial Design and car critic Deborah Allen had never been
interviewed on the topic and was disinclined, when interviewed
by me, to acknowledge the significance of her work. The
British artist Richard Hamilton had carefully presented his
own autobiography as an artist and had edited out his early
work as a designer and a critic. After our telephone
interview, he followed up with me in a series of emails, in
which he revised his prior statements. ‘I may have mislead you
into supposing I haven’t been that interested in design. When
I think back to our chat, I was a trifle offhand. I didn’'t
mention that I had designed a few things in my time, and

43

written about them’.”” One of the challenges of interviewing

journalists is that, through their own experience of being

*2 peborah Allen, personal interview, 6 July, 2007

Mary Banham, personal interview, 26 February, 2007
Stephen Bayley, personal interview, 6 January, 2011
Claire Catterall, personal interview, 17 September, 2007
Sheila Levrant De Bretteville, personal interview, 14 May, 2008
Anthony Dunne, personal interview, 21 July, 2011

Simon Esterson, personal interview, 5 August, 2010
Richard Farson, personal interview, 30 June, 2008

Ken Garland, personal interview, 14 February, 2007
Richard Hamilton, personal interview, 23 February, 2007
Dick Hebdige, personal interview, 3 April, 2011

Mark Kingsley, personal interview, 13 November, 2012
Rick Poynor, personal interview 13 July, 2007

Eli Noyes, personal interview, 28 March, 2008

Fiona Raby, personal interview, 21 July, 2011

Deyan Sudjic, personal interview, 2009, June 1, 2010
Jane Thompson (Fiske), personal interview, 30 July, 2007
Judith Williamson, personal interview, 4 August, 2010
Peter York, personal interview, 16 August, 2007

3 Richard Hamilton, email correspondence, 3 March 2007.
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interviewers, they consider the goal of an interview to
capture an unguarded remark or a strong opinion. Deyan Sudjic,
former editor of Blueprint, and a veteran newspaper
journalist, for example, was wary of voicing opinions that,
even though they were about a former period of his life, might
compromise his current role as the director of London’s Design
Museum. At the other end of the spectrum the problem became
not reticence but, rather, the repetition of rehearsed
statements. In interviewing the British curator and author
Stephen Bayley, who is frequently quoted in the media, I heard
echoes of statements from previous interviews and had to push
past these to gain new insights. Similarly, Jane Thompson’s
reflections on her design criticism from the 1950s appeared to
be coloured by her current views on criticism, and some of her
anecdotes had been rehearsed in previous interviews and in her
own articles. Following her early career as a design curator,
critic and editor of Industrial Design Magazine, Thompson
recast herself as an urban designer. My interview with her was
conducted in a car as we were driving from Boston airport to
her summerhouse in Cape Cod. Sitting side by side, rather than
across from each other at a table, and the fact that she was
also engaged in the activity of driving was conducive to a
productive interview. We continued the next day at her house,
joined by another critic and her successor as editor of
Industrial Design, Ralph Caplan, which added another dynamic
to the conversation, and helped her to elaborate on some of

her more rote memories of the period.

Some interviewees were reluctant either to be associated with
design — management consultant Peter York and cultural critic
Judith Williamson are better known for writing about other
topics — or to be considered as a critic, as in the case of
design curator Claire Catterall, interaction designers and
educators Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, Deyan Sudjic, and
Deborah Allen. They each produced works of design criticism,
as defined by this thesis, but their qualified attitudes to
the label, is acknowledged and is in fact an integral part of

the story of design criticism’s indistinctness.



31

Memory is partial and fallible. Personal narratives extracted
from subjects don’t necessarily match up with other
documentary sources. Yet by conducting narrative analysis of
the interview transcripts, it is possible, as oral history
expert Linda Sandino suggests, to learn from how and why
certain language, anecdotes, parables, hesitations,
backtrackings, diversions, and digressions might have been

used might have been used.*

As an analytical design historical method, biography can be
limiting in its tendency to privilege the intentions of the
designer-as-author and to overlook the desires, needs, and
resistance of users. But in design criticism, where a self-
reflective history is only beginning to be built, biographical
accounts of writers provide useful foundation stones and can
supplement textual analysis, in understanding and interpreting
a critic’s point of view, convictions, or ideology. Critics
frequently write or express themselves in the first person and
their opinions derive from idiosyncratic personal motivations,
life experiences, education, political inclinations, class
roots, and habits. When cross-referenced with the residues of
their behaviours and beliefs that appear in their writing,
knowledge of their actual behaviours and beliefs, contributes

to an informed appreciation of design critics’ work.

One example of a biographical history that illuminates writing
practice is Timothy Mowl'’s comparative study of the British
architectural writers, John Betjeman and Nikolaus Pevsner, who
he deems responsible for interpreting and shaping much of
Britain’s visual landscape in the interwar period. Stylistic
Cold Wars: Betjeman vs Pevsner contrasts the very different
personalities, motivations, and approaches of these
influential critics, and portrays Pevsner as a rigid, but
thorough, academic intent on promoting international modernism
and Betjeman as a popular, but sentimental, traditionalist,
keen to preserve the best of English heritage. One gets a

clear sense of the writers’ respective methods — Pevsner'’s

* Linda Sandino, Introduction, ‘Design History and Oral History: Objects and

Subjects’, Journal of Design History, Vol. 19. No. 4, pp. 275-282.
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exhaustively scientific and taxonomical data collection for
his series The Buildings of England are compared with
Betjeman’s more slapdash and poetic impressions of sites for

his Shell Guides, poems, and television and radio broadcasts.®

Thematics and problematics

In her study of Dutch design criticism Frederike Huygen
identified three main types of design criticism: first, a
genre, which she believes has died out, focused on the
‘instruction and propaganda on how to design, how to live, and
what taste to acquire’; second, a critique concerned with
aesthetics and the establishment of criteria for measuring
them; and thirdly, ‘cultural criticism’, which she defines as
‘a critique that focuses on the context of design and its
impact on society, and on the ideology and the way it

functions’.*®

Didactic, aesthetic and cultural are only three
modes of design criticism, however. Other variants, which will
be discussed in this thesis, include: interpretative,
promotional, oppositional, poetic, political, and ideological.
Such imperatives are much harder to separate out into genres
or time periods than Huygen’s summary suggests. In fact many
operate simultaneously. I have found it more useful to
consider design criticism through the three following
problematics, which are the thematic refrains of this thesis:
criticism’s contesting conceptions of its instrumentality,
purpose and methods; criticism’s idealized perceptions of, and
actual engagement with, its publics; and, finally, criticism’s
adoption of a literary sensibility and narrative qualities in
an attempt to transcend the limitations of design’s

promotional and market-based concerns.

* Timothy Mowl, Stylistic Cold Wars: Betjeman vs Pevsner (London: John

Murray Publishers Ltd, 2000).
*¢ Frederike Huygen, ‘Report from Holland, Design Criticism after
Postmodernism’, in Design Issues, Vol. 13, Number 2, Summer 1997, pp. 40-43.
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Theme One: Design criticism’s instrumentality and purpose

Art critic Jonathan Crary shows us how newness became a
defining ideal of product design, when he describes mass
production as having shifted the value of objects from their
original position of singularity and authority to a more
neutral position of appearance, so that the valued commodity
became the novel commodity. As representations of a distanced
ideal, commodities assumed their own autonomy and authority,

with newness being the earmark of desirability.?

The ability to identify and respond cogently to newness, and
establish ‘new bearings’, as literary critic F.R. Leavis

‘¢ More than

called them, is one of the critic’s key skills.
that though, it can also be seen as a creative act: to
recognize significance in, and to make fine distinctions
between what is new and immediate and as yet un-sifted is
where the work of the critic meets that of the poet or
designer. Too often however, criticism’s engagement with
design has tended to focus on one moment in a designed
object’s lifecycle — the moment when it is brand new and
suspended in a perpetual present — without attending to the
ways in which it might be used by someone over time, or what

happens to it after its period of usefulness is over.

In a 1979 review of Michael Thompson’s book Rubbish Theory:
The Creation and Destruction of Value, the critic Reyner
Banham observed that, ‘all transient consumables slide slowly
down the parallel scales of social esteem and actual cash
value until they bottom out as absolute rubbish. At that
point, however, they are not necessarily discarded, but may

suddenly leap to the top of both scales’.*

Mark Linder, an architect and theorist, has written,
‘Criticism sifts through all of the trash in the world of

contemporary architecture hoping to find something valuable.

‘7 Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,

1993) p. 19.

*® F.R. Leavis, New Bearings in English Poetry, (London, Faber and Faber ,
2011). Originally published in 1932.

* Reyner Banham, ‘Rubbish: It’s as Easy as Falling off a Cusp’, review of
Michael Thompson’s book Rubbish Theory: The Creation and Destruction of
Value, New Society, 2 August, 1979, p. 252.
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Criticism is not about saving capital, collecting scraps, or
“aestheticizing garbage” but about dissolving artificial
problems and recycling refuse. At its best criticism turns

garbage into a gift’.>°

These depictions of criticism as the exercise of making fine
distinctions, stems from a long tradition of liberal humanist
criticism, encapsulated by literary critic I.A. Richards as
‘the endeavour to discriminate between experiences and to
evaluate them’ or by R.P. Blackmur as the endless search ‘with
every fresh impulse or impression for better names and more

orderly arrangements’.”’

Since the 1950s, design criticism has co-existed with mass
production, and has, to varying degrees, addressed the
troubling velocity of the production-consumption-disposal
cycle and the exponential profusion of designed things whose
creation, promotion, distribution, use, and disposal impact
the world in profound and often harmful ways. As Ben Highmore
has acknowledged, ‘Most catastrophically, it is hard not to
see global warming and climate change as a consequence of a
variety of design processes, design values and design

products’.*

French social scientist Bruno Latour’s ‘Enquiry
into the Modes of Existence’ project succinctly summarizes the
quandary facing society and critics, in particular, under the
provocation ‘Between modernizing and ecologizing, we have to

choose’ .

Some design critics chose the latter of Latour’s options,
however, and each has sifted the trash differently. Before the

rise of ecological consciousness, Reyner Banham sought to

* Mark Linder in Mark Linder and Ann Bergren, eds. Scogin, Elam, and Bray:

Critical Architecture/Architectural Criticism, (New York: Rizzoli, 1992), p.
15.

®' I.A. Richards, The Principles of Literary Criticism ed. Paul Kegan,
(London: Trench, Trubner, 1924), p. vii.

R.P. Blackmur, ‘A Critic’s Job of Work’ in ed. Denis Donoghue Selected
Essays of R. P Blackmur, (New York: Ecco Press, 1986), p. 19.

*2 Ben Highmore, The Design Culture Reader, (London: Routledge, 2008), p. 1.
Bruno Latour, introduction, AIME website,
http://modesofexistence.org/index.php/#b[chapter]=#36945&b[subheading]=#3697
5&a=SET+TEXT+LEADER&c[leading]=TEXT&c[slave]=DOC&s=0 [accessed 25 October
2013]. For an fuller account of Latour’s thesis see: Bruno Latour, ‘To
Modernize or to Ecologize ? That is the Question’ in Kristin Asdal, Brita
Brenna and Ingunn Moser, eds. Technoscience, The Politics of Intervention,
Oslo: Unipub , 2007), pp.249-272.
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develop an ‘aesthetics of expendability’, through his analysis
of mass-produced consumer goods, with which to counter an
entrenched value system based on durability and permanence.
Richard Hamilton identified and recommended the
environmentally and socially unpalatable practices of built-in
product obsolescence to a plodding post-war British design
economy. Deborah Allen met the maligned topic of Detroit
styling with her richly poetic prose and plucked an
idiosyncratic image of an empowered female car driver from the
uniformity of 1950s American car advertising. The
environmental activists at the International Design Conference
at Aspen in 1970 referenced and deployed actual garbage to
protest the conference’s lack of concern for environmental
protection, a sentiment encapsulated by Ecology Action’s
founder Clifford Humphrey: ‘If an item is made to be wasted,

to be dumped on a dump, then don’t make it!’>

Stephen Bayley
sent the design objects he thought ‘disgusting’ back to the
landfill, by placing them on upturned dustbins in his 1983
Boilerhouse exhibition on ‘Taste’. In the 1998 ‘Stealing
Beauty’ exhibition Claire Catterall gathered them back up with
the examples of contemporary design in 1990s London made from,
and inspired by, the detritus of everyday life. And finally
Rick Poynor consigned the verbal junk of early twenty-first
century writing on design blogs back into the computer’s trash

icon.>

Through rummaging in the quotidian realm, design criticism
redraws the front lines of taste and value, retrieving what
seems to be of worth from ignominy, and questioning the merits

of design previously sanctioned by the canon.

Running alongside, and sometimes in opposition to, this
imperative to sift the trash and assign value has been the

compulsion — on the part of design critics - to diagnose and

** Clifford Humphrey, Speakers Papers, IDCA 1970, International Design
Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 4-6,
The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

* A small icon of a waste container for deleting files was implemented
during the development of the Apple Lisa user interface in 1982 by Bill
Atkinson where it was called the ‘Wastebasket’. The concept carried over to
the Apple Macintosh, as the ‘Trash’.
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even provide therapy for physical and mental sickness in a
society perceived to be binge-consuming itself into a state of
collective psychosis. As architectural theorist Manfredo

Tafuri, has suggested, ‘any criticism, to do more than

whining, must make a diagnosis’.>®

The post-war British design establishment wielded

‘disinfectants and anaesthetics’ on ‘socialized welfare state

5" When Jean

man’ in their efforts to cleanse him of poor taste.
Baudrillard wrote a paper for the International Design
Conference at Aspen in 1970 he critiqued the American design
community’s supposed concern about the environment as ‘naive
euphoria in a hygienic nature’, and the establishment’s focus
on environmental pollution as a means of seeking to protect
itself from the polluting influence of communism, immigration,
and disorder.®® Dick Hebdige, Judith Williamson, and other
critics repeatedly referenced sickness, and particularly

mental illness to characterize the effects of design, and

in 1980s Britain.

specifically style, on society
critiqued 1980s British design

Thatcherist enterprise culture

They
for its collusion with

and its provision of

‘institutionalized therapy’ in the form of more consumer goods
for the very consumerist sickness it had helped engender.> In
the late-1990s the design firm Dunne & Raby created placebo
objects to draw attention to, and provide a salve for
anxieties about, the electromagnetic fields in peoples’ homes.
And in 2007 Rick Poynor and others concerned about the quality
of design criticism itself in its online manifestations,
subjected it to a rigorous ‘health check’. Poynor said, ‘I
think criticism has a requirement periodically to run a health
check on itself and to be fairly open and explicit about what

the findings are’.®

* Manfredo Tafuri, Theories and Histories of Architecture, 1980, quoted in

Clive Dilnot, ‘The State of Design History, Part I: Mapping the Field’,
Design Issues, Vol. 1, No. 1, Spring, 1984, p. 1.

*7 Stephen Spender, ‘Thoughts on Design in Everyday Life’, 1958 Design
Oration of the SIA, 1958, excerpted on the ‘Clips and Quotes’ page in
Industrial Design, March 1959, p. 8.

*® Baudrillard’s paper will be discussed in details in Chapter Two.
These ideas are discussed in Chapter Three.

Rick Poynor, personal interview, 13 July, 2007.
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Sifting trash in order to salvage or relegate and the desire
to label and cure the social sicknesses seen as responsible
for generating the trash, are just two of the compulsions that
drive design critics. In the events studied in this thesis,
however, these are the dominant imperatives at play. Both the
winnowing and the diagnostic roles of criticism imagine a
public that needs it values deciding and its sickness

identified.

Theme Two: Design criticism’s relationship to its publics,
imagined and real

There can be multiple publics for a piece of design criticism.
Jiirgen Habermas, the German philosopher who has perhaps done
most to conceptualise public life, has described a ‘public
sphere’, where people ‘behave neither like business or
professional people transacting private affairs, nor like
members of a constitutional order subject to the legal
constraints of a state bureaucracy’, but rather as

‘citizens’.®

Habermas, writing within the Marxist tradition and
concerns of the Institute for Social Research, saw political
participation as the core of a democratic society and as an
essential element in individual self-development. He traced the
historical genesis of the bourgeois public sphere, and
contrasted it with the contemporary public sphere, which he saw
as having been structurally changed by the rise of state
capitalism, the culture industries, and the increasingly
powerful positions of economic corporations in public life.®
Habermas’ conception of a once-extant engaged citizenry and an
arena assembled for the purposes of debate and for forming
public opinion, separate from the commercial transactions of
the marketplace, has provided much of the impetus for the
performance of design criticism, despite its shadowy and
formless nature of public agency in the contemporary era.

Through the adoption of a particular voice, argument and

¢ Jurgen Habermas, ‘The Public Sphere: An Encyclopedia Article’, New German

Critique 3, 1974, p. 49.

®2 Douglas Kellner, ‘Habermas, the Public Sphere, and Democracy: A Critical
Intervention’, http://pages.gseis.ucla.edu/faculty/kellner/papers/habermas.htm
[accessed 20, October 2013].
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attitude in the artificially staged environment of a magazine
or blog, or more literally at the podium of a lecture hall
(where many pieces of written criticism begin) a design critic
performs in imagined dialogue with former critics, peers, and
the designers whose work she discusses, and before the

imagined audience of the reading public.

For the French philosopher and social scientist Bruno Latour,
publics are provoked into being around junctures of concern.
Latour observes, ‘We might be more connected to each other by
our worries, our matters of concern, the issues we care about,
than by any other set of values, opinions, attitudes, or

63

principles’.” Latour sees the critic’s role as that of an

instigator of public conversation: ‘The critic is not the one
who debunks but the one who assembles. The critic is not the
one who lifts the rugs from under the feet of the naive
believers, but the one who offers the participants arenas in

which to gather’.®

His ‘Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy’ project —
an exhibition and anthology of texts — considers the spaces in

which communal public debate takes place:

Scientific laboratories, technical institutions, marketplaces,
churches and temples, financial trading rooms, Internet
forums, ecological disputes — without forgetting the very
shape of the museum inside which we gather all those membra
disjecta — are just some of the forums and agoras in which we
speak, vote, decide, are decided upon, prove, are being
convinced. Each has its own architecture, its own technology
of speech, its complex set of procedures, its definition of
freedom and domination, its ways of bringing together those
who are concerned — and even more important, those who are not
concerned — and what concerns them, its expedient way to
obtain closure and come to a decision.®

To what extent is it possible to consider media entities in

this light, as agoras for public discussion? What conditions

® Bruno Latour, Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy, (Cambridge,

MA: MIT Press, 2005), p. 14.

This notion of a public temporarily coalescing around a ‘matter of concern’
stems from a longer trajectory of thinking about the public sphere explored
by such philosophers as John Dewey, William James, Walter Lippman, and more
recently Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge.

¢ Bruno Latour, ‘Has Critique Run Out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to
Matters of Concern’, Critical Inquiry 30, Winter 2004, p. 246.

% Bruno Latour, Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy, (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 2005), p. 31.
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need to be in place for the media to be public in the
Latourian sense? The letters pages of magazines and
newspapers, educational activities associated with radio
broadcasts and, more recently, call-in sections, and comments
function of blogs, are all created to bring together ‘those
who are concerned’. These portals to the public open up the
otherwise closed system of an edited magazine or a scripted
radio program, but, as Latour suggests, they have their own
‘definition of freedom and domination’, and only allow in
external opinion, and possible heckling, on their terms.
Letters are always filtered (and sometimes even written) by
the editor, a radio host moderates listener contributions and
has the power to cut them off, and blog comments are either

edited by a moderator or policed by the commenting community.

A recurring contemporary concern about criticism is the
perceived erosion of a public sphere and the disappearance of
public intellectuals equipped to ignite it. Articulations of
this concern are characterized by their wistfulness and
nostalgic reverence for an unspecified historical era in which
literary, leftist, ideologically driven criticism in a written
form, engaged a politicized public. For example, in a blog
posting titled ‘Where are the Design Critics?’ Rick Poynor
wrote that, ‘criticism, in the deeper, more historical, more
self-aware sense [..] possessed a larger ideological purpose.
Its role was oppositional and it was often identified with the
left. It took issue with capitalism and sought the
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transformation of society’.” Art historian James Elkins’s

postscript to a dialogue on art criticism expresses a similar

yearning for a more engaged public:

I honestly believe that if there is a crisis of criticism
today, it is not because critics are writing badly, nor
because of journalistic pressures, nor because of the
academicization of criticism, but because this crisis is
linked to the problem of constituting a new public sphere.
This is a performative condition for criticism; by which I
mean that critical writing in its rhetorical performance
constitutes its “ideal” reader — as it has done since Diderot
and Baudelaire — but cannot succeed alone in actually

® Rick Poynor, ‘Where are the Design Critics?’ Design Observer, 25

September, 2005.
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constituting the sphere in which it will have been read.®’

In framing a colloquium on publishing and distribution, the

author Deanya Lattimore proposes more optimistically:
Publication is not the production of books but the production
of a public for whom those books have meaning. There is no
pre-existing public. The public is created through deliberate,
wilful acts: the circulation of texts, discussions and
gatherings in physical space, and the maintenance of a related
digital commons. These construct a common space of

conversation, a public space, which beckons a public into
being.®®

In their tone of address and themes covered, it is evident
that the design critics considered in this thesis conceived of
their public as a body of citizens that might need educating
in relation to, castigation for their complicity within, or
protecting from, design. Whether or not such a public
responded or engaged with criticism in the ways critics

envisaged, is much harder to gauge.

In addition to the imagined presence of a larger public that
may or may not come directly into contact with the ideas
expressed in the criticism, there is an actual community of
individuals that subscribe to, buy, visit, attend or otherwise
seek out the vehicle through which the criticism is
disseminated. They may leave traces of their engagement
through their letters to the editor or their own articles in
the case of a publication, their comments in the case of a

blog, their questions or protests in the case of a conference.

Throughout the latter half of the twentieth century one can
trace three main conceptions of the public addressed by design
critics: a public that needs to be educated on behalf of the
larger design enterprise in order to make, sell, and buy
better products; a public that needs to be protected from the

machinations of commerce and advocated for; and a public that

¢7 James Elkins, The State of Art Criticism, eds. James Elkins and Michael
Newman, (New York: Routledge, 2008), p. 370.

® Deanna Lattimore, Diigo.com, 26, June 2008,
https://www.diigo.com/list/deanya/public-space-exhibitions [accessed 28
October, 2013].
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through their reading and self-publishing behaviours is seen
as both a fulfilment of, and a threat to, design criticism

itself.

The first — the didactic critical imperative — has its roots
in deep-set traditions of design reform dating back to the
mid-nineteenth century and to the notion of public service in
Britain, and public good in the US, which shaped much thinking
about design in the first half of the twentieth century, but
reached fruition in the inter and immediate post-war period.
The second - the protective imperative - gained traction with
the development of consumer protection organizations and
publications such as Consumer Reports and Which in the 1950s.
The third category which might be called a do-it-yourself mode
of design criticism became most pronounced with the advent of
blogs in the early 2000s and the opportunity they afforded for
members of the public to launch their own publications and
contribute comments to others, posing a dilemma for the kind
of design criticism which had wanted to empower its public to
perform critique, but whose own power and authority was

increasingly eroded in the process.

While these conceptions of the public can be allotted to time
periods, in fact all three co-existed and exchanged
predominance throughout the entire period. The style and
lifestyle discourse of British 1980s design publications can
be seen to continue the instructional work of the 1950s design
establishment who wanted to teach people how to acquire taste
and how to live, and continues to this day in many exhibitions
and blogs. The democratizing impulse to share the strategies
and insights of the critical apparatus, while most apparent in
the recent era of blogging, was also a concern of the editors
of Industrial Design magazine in the 1950s, who sometimes
published articles sent in by readers, and saw their role as

enabling a reader to perform their own criticism.

Theme Three: The poetic, literary and narrative qualities of
design criticism.
A democratizing impulse on the part of design critics,

mentioned above, is genuine but it does rub up against another
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quality which all of the critics studied in this research
display, and that is their acute sense of their writerly
abilities, their delight in the use of language, and their

sympathy for and ambition to achieve literary status.

Few words are more offensive to literary ears than ‘use’,
evoking as it does paperclips and hair-dryers. The Romantic
opposition to the utilitarian ideology of capitalism has made
‘use’ an unusable word: for the aesthetes, the glory of art is
its utter uselessness.®’

Literary critic Terry Eagleton’s observation captures much of
the anxiety and tension that has by turns stultified and
fuelled design criticism in the latter half of the twentieth
century. For, of course, paperclips and hair-dryers are design
criticism’s subject matter — its stock-in-trade — and despite
their personal romanticism, idealism, literary ambitions, or
aesthetic, social and moral imperatives, design critics must

engage with how things are used.

The glory of design is its usefulness. It is mostly
experienced in everyday conditions rather than in those spaces
separated for enabling transcendent thought, like theatres or
art galleries. So design criticism, unlike most other forms of
criticism, is often characterized by its focus on the ordinary
and the ephemeral, although, as art critic Dave Hickey reminds
us, seeking to overcome the incommensurability of sensory
experience, let alone the ‘enigmatic whoosh of ordinary
experience’, is no easy task. In his own attempts, Hickey
found himself ‘slamming [..] against the fact that writing,
even the best writing, invariably suppresses and displaces the
greater and more intimate part of any experience that it seeks

to express’.’®

The fact that design is so centrally located within arenas of
economic exchange affects what is written about it. Design
criticism is unusual, possibly unique, among other genres of

criticism in that it attempts to directly discuss the

® Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction, (Oxford: Blackwell

Publishing, 1983), p. 181.
 Dave Hickey, Air Guitar: Essays on Art and Democracy, (Los Angeles: Art
Issues Press, 1997).
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processes of manufacture, retail, and distribution. Other
genres of criticism are subject to the same economic
realities, and operate in the same, or at least overlapping,
commercial spheres. Literary, film, and art criticism (and not
just reviews) each have a direct impact on sales of their
respective products, but the commercial implications of such
influences are rarely discussed. Although the depth and
quality of economic discussion in design criticism is usually
slight, design critics do have to consider of the mechanics of
making and selling, in more explicit terms than critics in

other genres.

This doesn’t mean that design critics are comfortable with the
situation. ‘The New Citroén’, Roland Barthes’ essay about the
1955 Déesse car, exposes Barthes’ reluctance to deal with the
grubbiness of retail culture. The nature of the essay means
that inevitably he must discuss the display and marketing of
the car but his simultaneous repulsion is evident in his
condemnation of the speed of the process of its mediatisation
— a process which he sees as wholly symbolic of petit-
bourgeois values. Yet he attended the car show; reporting from
the scene of the Déesse’s commercial exhibition and on the
details of its mediation was necessary to a full discussion of
its symbolic value. By contrast, is not necessary for literary
critics to report on, say, the circumstances of a book’s
display at the Frankfurt book fair. Deborah Allen, automobile
reviewer for Industrial Design in the 1950s, did not hide her
dislike of the machinations of the Detroit auto industry and
yet completed her formal analysis of the latest car models
with discussion of the economic strategies of their
manufacturers, sales figures, and the ways they were marketed.
In his scrutiny of products such as the Habitat catalogue or
Face magazine in the 1980s, critic and theorist Dick Hebdige
combined his semiotic readings of these products’ imagery with
appraisals of the way they shaped their readers’ behaviour in

the marketplace.

Design criticism is often torn between its need to report from

the bustle of the bazaar, and its cultural ambition to
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contribute to a discourse that hovers above the arena of
business transaction, dealing with seemingly loftier themes of
inspiration, emotion, morals, and human values in the

evocation of possible worlds.”

Design criticism is also tied to the design industry and the
marketplace, through the means by which it is generated,
funded, and broadcast. There are few instances of truly
independent design criticism — perhaps a solely publicly
funded institution such as the BBC, or a section of a
newspaper that contains no design-related advertising, or a
self-coded blog or website might count as such. Most design
criticism is commissioned, paid for, and distributed by
companies, institutions, and non-profit organizations and
grants that are supported and sponsored by commercial design
enterprise. Thus the impossibility of design criticism’s true
disinterestedness sits uneasily with the idealism of its non-
commercial, anti-capitalist motivations, such as literary
ambition, the desire to oppose and resist, and the search for

social and political justice.

Writing more than twenty years ago, Andrew Wernick, in
Promotional Culture, portrayed an emerging culture whose
communicative processes were coming to be saturated in the
medium of promotion. He argues that neither satire nor
critique is immune from the process it may seek to destroy

through laughter or pointed insight:

Once we are communicating at all, and especially in public,
and therefore in a medium which is promotional through and
through, there is no going outside promotional discourse.
These very words are continuous with what they are seeking to
distance themselves from. To paraphrase what Derrida remarked
of textuality in general: there is no hors-promotion.”

Many of the critics studied in this research attempted to find

an escape from the ‘no hors-promotion’ conundrum through their

' ‘Utopia, then, is what Derrida called a “specter”, a ghost that infuses

everyday reality with other, possible worlds, rather than some otherworldly
dream’. Reinhold Martin, ‘Critical of What? Toward a Utopian Realism’, in
Harvard Design Magazine, Spring/Summer 2005, Number 22, p. 5.

2 Andrew Wernick, Promotional Culture: Advertising, Ideology and Symbolic
Expression, (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd, 1991) p. 195.
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use of rich, metaphorical and poetic language as a means to
both transcend the banal functionality of the products they
dealt with and to get even closer to them. Many believe that
design criticism is so deeply entrenched within the design
industry, so closely tied to its professional goals, that its
ultimate effect will always be promotional rather than
critical. When Industrial Design’s car critic Deborah Allen
and the French sociologist Roland Barthes wrote about cars
they summoned ethereal and religious imagery. Reviewing the
1955 Buick Allen suggested that the beholder should suspend
their disbelief as they would when encountering solid wooden
clouds on the underside of a canopy of state in Baroque
cathedral architecture, and ‘accept the romantic notion that
materials have no more weight than the designer chooses to
give them’. Allen’s analysis of the way in which the car’s
styling reinforced its dynamics combined both technical

specificity and a kind of breathless lyricism:

The Buick'’s designers put the greatest weight over the wheels,
where the engine is, which is natural enough. The heavy bumper
helps to pull the weight forward; the dip in the body and the
chrome spear express how the thrust of the front wheels is
dissipated in turbulence toward the rear. Just behind the
strong shoulder of the car, a sturdy post lifts up the roof,
which trails off like a banner in the air. The driver sits in
the dead calm at the center of all this motion; hers is a lush
situation.”?

In his short essay on the D.S. 19, (referred to as ‘the
Goddess'’ because of the phonetic similarity between D.S. and
the French word déesse) written in 1957, Roland Barthes also
used cathedral architecture as point of comparison. ‘I think
that cars today are almost the exact equivalent of the great
Gothic cathedrals: I mean the supreme creation of an era,
conceived with passion by unknown artists, and consumed in
image if not in usage by a whole population which appropriates
them as a purely magical object’.’® Then, like Allen, he takes
the reader on a sensory exploration of the car’s surfaces,
which he had observed being enacted by consumers at car shows,

writing:

" Deborah Allen, ‘Cars 55’, Industrial Design, February 1955, p. 89.
" Roland Barthes, ‘The New Citroén’, Mythologies, (London: Vintage, 1993),
p. 88.
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yet it is the dove-tailing of its sections which interest the
public most: one keenly fingers the edges of the windows, one
feels along the wide rubber grooves which link the back window
to its metal surround. There are in the D.S. the beginnings of
a new phenomenology of assembling, as if one progressed from a
world where elements are welded to a world where they are
juxtaposed and hold together by sole virtue of their wondrous
shape...”

Barthes wrote about the car’s interior from the perspective of
the driver, and compared the levers to ‘utensils’ and the
dashboard to a homely kitchen environment: ‘The dashboard
looks more like the working surface of a modern kitchen than
the control room of a factory; the slim panes of matt fluted
metal, the small levers topped by a white ball, the very
simple dials, the very discreetness of the nickel-work, all
this signifies a kind of control exercised over motion rather
than performance. One is obviously turning from an alchemy of

speed to a relish in driving’.’®

Magical and spiritual
allusions, such as ‘alchemy’, Gothic cathedrals, and ‘wonder’
and diaphanous evocations such as ‘dissipation’ motion and
airiness exist in tense juxtaposition with more technical,
ergonomic, substantial, and humdrum points of reference such
as ‘heavy bumper’, ‘sturdy post’, ‘utensils’, ‘kitchen’,

‘factory’ and ‘wide rubber grooves'’.

Such tensions pervade much of the writing I have analysed in
this thesis and reflect the fraught nature of design critics’
predicament as writers with the potential to create poetry,
but also as critics with the responsibility to explain,
evaluate, and sell. When Rick Poynor took the Speak Up
bloggers to task in 2007, one of his main bones of contention
was their lack of sensitivity to language. He listed ‘quality
of writing style’ as one of eight key tenets of good
criticism, in contrast to an admission by Mark Kingsley that
Speak Up contained a lot of ‘shitty prose’. In the instances
explored in this thesis where language was abandoned in favour
of atmospheric impressionism in the case of the

‘powerhouse::uk’ and the ‘Stealing Beauty’ in the late 1990s

> Ibid.
¢ Ibid. p. 89.
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exhibitions, and the agency of mute objects in the case of
Dunne & Raby’s criticism-embodying products of the early
2000s, their publics were confused. Critic Judith Williamson,
who reviewed the ‘powerhouse::uk’ exhibition took issue with
its language — ’'babble’, ‘blab’, ‘meaningless chatter’, and
‘self-congratulatory streams of dislocated words and circular

messages’, as she variously referred to it.”’

Michael Horsham,
writing of ‘Stealing Beauty’ noted that, ‘this show is about
our collective confusion and it follows that the things in it
also, intentionally or unintentionally, concern that

confusion’.’®

When they made hybrid furniture and appliances
whose primary purpose was to question social and political
values, the designers Dunne & Raby found the need to insert
them into narratives in order to make their critiques legible.
They created elaborate videos and publications with staged
photographs and even though the objects were meant to embody
questions, they had to present their users with written

questionnaires to elicit responses to such questions.

These three interwoven themes provide threads of continuity
throughout the discrete chapter focuses of this thesis, as
well as points of comparison between the critical works that
are examined. Some of the chapter focuses will be familiar to
design historians but, reading them through the lens of a
history of design criticism, which emphasizes the materiality
of critical ideas as a product of creative and technological
processes, economic forces and social structures, I aim to
contribute a new inflection on their significance. In doing
so, I hope that this research contributes to a growing
literature that considers the aims, ambit, poetics, and
intellectual circuitry of design criticism with the

attentiveness that it deserves.

7 Judith Williamson, ‘Inflated Intangibles’, Eye Magazine, Spring, 1999, p.
7.
8 Michael Horsham, ‘The Value of Confusion’, Stealing Beauty: British Design
Now, (London: ICA, 1999), p. 13.



48

In the gay town of Lepingville I bought her four books of
comics, a box of candy, a box of sanitary pads, two cokes, a
manicure set, a travel clock with a luminous dial, a ring with
a real topaz, a tennis racket, roller skates with white high
shoes, field glasses, a portable radio set, chewing gum, a
transparent raincoat, sunglasses, some more garments —
swooners, shorts, all kinds of summer frocks.”

 vladamir Nabokov, Lolita, (New York: Vintage Books, 1989) pp. 141-142.
(First published 1955 in Paris, and in 1958 in New York).
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CHAPTER ONE

‘A Throw-Away Esthetic’: New Measures and Metaphors in Product

Design Criticism, 1955-1961

INTRODUCTION

In the post-second world war period the dominant strain of
design proselytising, typified by the activities of the
Council of Industrial Design in the UK, and the Museum of
Modern Art in the US, evaluated design using abstract and
value-laden criteria such as harmony, honesty, and modesty,
and was elitist in intention and omniscient in voice. Against
this backdrop, new writers emerged who wanted to highlight the
ways people actually used design, and allow for a wider
spectrum of consumer needs and tastes; some even hoped to
empower readers to conduct their own product design criticism.
They introduced different kinds of evaluative criteria and
methods for illuminating the newly invented and reconceived
manufactured goods that were increasingly available in the
post-war period. They used a direct, first person mode of
address, and included personal anecdotes and experiences.
Through the use of such literary devices as neologisms,
compression, rhythmic play, and rich imagery, a new genre of
writing gained definition, transcending its journalistic

setting, aspiring to a hybrid form of poetic prose.

In this chapter the following articles will be considered in
detail: ‘The Persuading Image’ written by Richard Hamilton for
the British publication Design in 1960; car reviews written by
Deborah Allen for the US-based Industrial Design magazine in
the mid-1950s; ‘Vehicles of Desire’, ‘Industrial Design and
Popular Art’, and ’‘Design by Choice’ written by Reyner Banham
for Art (1955) Civilta delle Macchine (1955) and The
Architectural Review (July 1961) respectively. I selected
these articles because they deal with expendable, mass-
produced design as their subject matter, attempt new ways of
writing about it, and exhibit a self-awareness both of design

criticism as a practice and a genre, and of the ways in which
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they attempt to disrupt its norms. The articles also have an
internal logic amongst themselves through shared ideas and
cross-referencing. They also generated palpable responses
among their reading publics of other writers and designers of

the period.

This chapter seeks to identify the extent to which these
examples of a product design criticism in the mid- to late-
1950s and early 1960s represented a new and abrasive counter
current to prevailing modes and registers of design criticism,
and the extent to which their ideas resonated with their
intended audiences. The larger concerns of this thesis, such
as the instrumentality, self-image, and shifting values of
design criticism, are explored through granular readings of
key articles and lectures in the contexts in which they were
written and encountered — the broad intellectual, media, and
socio-political landscapes in which they performed as
criticism, and the immediate setting of their publication (in
such magazines as Design, in the UK and Industrial Design in

the US).

The witch-hunt for design’s ‘sensational aspects’

British design criticism in the mid-twentieth century was, for
the most part, promotional and didactic — a form of
economically driven public service intended to improve the
quality of British design, the taste of British retailers and
consumers, and the health of British manufacturing. Its
language, references, and philosophical underpinnings, rooted
in mid-nineteenth-century design reform, had been reinforced
through the publications, broadcasts and exhibitions of early
twentieth-century institutions such as The Design and
Industries Association (1915), The Council for Art and

Industry (1933), and the Society of Industrial Artists (1930).

In the US in the 1950s efforts to promote and popularize ‘good
design’ in order to boost the sales of American industrial
design in the marketplace were led by The Museum of Modern
Art, which staged multiple exhibitions and competitions as

part of its ‘Good Design’ programme, directed by Edgar
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Kaufmann Jr. Between 1950 and 1955 three exhibitions were
staged each year, two at the Merchandise Mart in Chicago and a
third at the MoMA in New York, with award-winning examples of
good design indicated with distinctive orange and black
labels.? The Museum’s activities were further promulgated
through its own publications, talks and panel discussions, and
through lengthy reviews and transcripts of these events in
trade architecture and design publications. In the US the
emphasis was on commercial competitiveness, what Interiors
magazine summarized as a combination of ‘facility and economy
of manufacture, and sales appeal,’ and what the selection
committee of the 1951 ‘Good Design’ exhibitions described as
‘a real contribution, in looks, in efficiency or in price’.*
In the UK, the CoID-led initiatives valued abstract aesthetic
qualities that underlined perceived functionalism above
manufacturing pragmatics. Whether they originated in the UK or
the US, however, definitions of what constituted ‘good design’
or ‘contemporary design’ often sounded similar. Each
referenced Arts and Crafts and Modernist-derived moral and
aesthetic values, which advocated that the structure, means of
manufacture, construction materials, and purpose of a product

82 gaufmann

should all be evident, while decoration should not.
asserted that, ‘Modern design should be simple, its structure,
evident in its appearance, avoiding extraneous enrichment’.
His ‘Good Design’ selection committee passed over ‘pieces that
would dominate a room by their sensational aspects’ in favour
of ones ‘that showed a more controlled design’. Paul Reilly,
soon-to-be director of the CoID, echoed such sentiments when

he defined ‘contemporary design’ as ‘honest,’ ‘decent,’

8 products were chosen for the ‘Good Design’ exhibitions by a selection

committee, comprised of Edgar Kaufmann Jr., director of the ‘Good Design’
programme, Philip C. Johnson, director of the Museum’s Architecture and
Design department, and the designer Eero Saarinen. Press release, June 22,
1951, The Museum of Modern Art and the Merchandise Mart, p. 1, MoMA online
press archive,
http://www.moma.org/docs/press_archives/1522/releases/MOMA_ 1951 0040.pdf
[accessed 9 October 2013].

8 +Good Design for 1949,’ Interiors, vol. 108, December 1948, p. 114.
Press release, June 22, 1951, The Museum of Modern Art and the Merchandise
Mart, p. 1, MoMA online press archive,
http://www.moma.org/docs/press_archives/1522/releases/MOMA_ 1951 0040.pdf
[accessed 9 October 2013].

8 The tenth of ‘Twelve Precepts of Modern Design’, in Edgar Kaufmann Jr.,
What is Modern Design?, (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1950) p. 7.
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‘straight-forward,’ ‘modest’ and ‘to the point,’ in
contradistinction to ‘the rootless, vulgar, modernistical

furniture that glittered in chain store windows’.®®

The new design critics under consideration in this chapter
were often hired to write for and about institutions like MoMA
and CoID, but, as independent critics, they were not beholden
to them.® They included, in the UK, the design and
architecture critic Reyner Banham and the artist and writer
Richard Hamilton, and, in the US, the co-editors of Industrial
Design magazine, Jane Fiske and Deborah Allen. These writers
questioned the CoID’s official line on contemporary design and
the normative rhetoric of MoMA'’s ‘Good Design’ programme,
demonstrating instead, an appreciation of surfaces, symbols,
and styling, technological advances, planned obsolescence, and

the perspective of the knowing user-consumer.

Another more anxious current of criticism also gained traction
in the latter half of the 1950s, particularly in the US. This
directed public attention toward the adverse effects of the
product design industry on the environment and on society, and
was written for a general audience by commentators such as the
sociologist C. Wright Mills and the lawyer and author Ralph
Nader. Such writers considered consumer goods from the
perspectives of fields beyond design such as sociology,
economics, politics, and ecology. By the early 1960s these
very different strands of resistance — literary and
sociological — were beginning to disturb, and in some cases
redirect, how and why interpretative commentary about design

was conducted, and whom it was for.

8 paul Reilly, Manuscript, ‘Presenting the Case for Furnishing: Vintage or

Contemporary?’, 1958, pp. 1-2. Paul Reilly, design administrator, papers,
ca.1920 - ca.1989, Archive of Art and Design, London.

# http://www.moma.org/docs/press_archives/1522/releases/MOMA 1951 0040.pdf
8 Hamilton, for example, referred to MoMA as ‘a custodian of relics as well
as a propaganda machine’. Richard Hamilton, Review of Arthur Drexler’s
Introduction to Twentieth Century Design, in Design, December 1959. And
Banham, for example, castigated the Council of Industrial Design for its
‘narrow, middle-class’ interpretation of taste, and its misguided belief
that there was ‘some kind of necessary relationship between the appearance
of an object and its performance or quality’. Reyner Banham, ‘H.M. Fashion
House’, New Statesman, 27 January, 1961, p. 151.
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American Studies historian Daniel Horowitz observes that in
the 1960s new types of writing about consumer culture emerged
in Western Europe and the US that encapsulated changing

attitudes towards pleasure and playfulness.®®

Acknowledging
that early twentieth century writers had also dealt with
pleasurable experiences created by commercialism, but had
usually ‘linked them with what they considered lowly,
corrupting and escapist indulgences such as excessive drinking
and illicit sex,’ Horowitz posits that by the 1960s changing
moral attitudes had allowed for new ways of looking at

consumer culture.?

He identifies the ways in which writers
such as Tom Wolfe, Umberto Eco, and Roland Barthes challenged
the divide between high and low, adopting what he calls an

‘anthropological outlook’ on culture.®®

They were ‘increasingly
focused on pleasure, playfulness, and sexuality as key aspects
of a more positive interpretation of commercial culture. They
wrote of the way automobiles, clothing, the built environment,
comics, advertisements and movies enabled people to gain
emotional enrichment from commercial goods and experiences’.®
Such writers depicted consumer culture as a broadly defined
social phenomenon and its products typologically rather than
specifically. While Wolfe tended to use designed objects in
his writing as stage props to support the veracity of his
detailed character portraits, and while Eco and Barthes
studied them in essentialist terms, the design critics under
consideration in this chapter engaged more directly with the
design, manufacture, and use of commercial goods. Writers like
Banham and Allen used poetic language to illuminate the
products they depicted, rather than using the names of
products to enliven their prose, and addressed the detail of

specific year models and editions rather than generic types.

This chapter charts the emergence and impact of a genre of

writing that represented a new attitude toward the design,

% Daniel Horowitz, Consuming Pleasures: Intellectuals and Popular Culture in

the Postwar World, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012).
87 Ibid. p. 2.
8 Ibid. p. 1.
8 Ibid. p. 2.
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manufacture, and use of consumer products in the post-war
period in the US and the UK. This new writing, which countered
the elitist and didactic motivations of official design
propaganda through interpretations that embraced emotional
responses as well as practical realities and through the
introduction of anti-establishment values, was attuned to its
role as criticism. Most notably, this new brand of writing
aimed to engage readers through the use of heightened language

and could be termed poetic prose product design criticism.

PART ONE: A CLASH OF VALUES IN DESIGN MAGAZINE, BRITAIN, 1960
In the February 1960 issue of Design, the monthly journal of
the British Council of Industrial Design (CoID), readers found
an article that didn’t seem to belong with the journal’s
typical content. Titled ‘The Persuading Image’, it was written
by the artist Richard Hamilton, who, in the late 1950s and
1960s, was gaining recognition as one of the founders of the
British Pop Art movement but was also practicing as a
designer, teaching in the Royal College of Art’s interior
design department and the fine art department at King’s

College, Newcastle, and occasionally writing about design.”’

In ‘The Persuading Image’, Hamilton wrote about how during the
1950s American industrial manufacturers and designers had been
using sophisticated and witty imagery to seduce their
consumers, to ‘mould’ them to fit the products they had
already created, and the implications of these precedents for
manufacturing, marketing, and consumer practice in 1960s
Britain. Hamilton'’s positive interpretation of these
calculating activities, and his serious consideration of such
issues as styling, image re-touching, motivational research,

and planned obsolescence, disrupted Design’s narrow editorial

°" Hamilton worked with industrial designer Misha Black on a heated breakfast

tray, among other products. Hamilton also worked on models of New Towns for
the Festival of Britain, and consulted as a designer at Granada Television.
Between 1958 and 1960 Hamilton wrote several articles about design in
Architectural Design, The Architect’s Journal, Uppercase, and Design, among
other publications.



55

perspective, visually, tonally, and in terms of its values.
Design’s philosophy was based upon ‘well established
principles’, which John Blake summarized in his editorial
preface to the February 1960 issue as ‘truth to materials, to
production techniques, to the expression of the nature of a
product and its function and, more recently perhaps, to the

fulfilment of basic human needs’.”!

According to Blake, who
used an anecdote in which ‘an American designer recently
expressed bewilderment at his young British assistant’s pre-
occupation with honesty in design’, there was a profound
disjuncture between British and American views of design’s

positioning in society.”?

While the British considered design a
social and moral concern, Blake and Design magazine, averred,
the Americans, apparently, could only conceive of its wvalue in

commercial terms.

Hamilton’s idiosyncratic take on the social benefits of
advanced capitalist product design challenged the established
viewpoint of the CoID, and the British design professions it
represented. His article offered a more pragmatic, style-
oriented, and American-influenced perspective of the
inevitability of capitalism and the designer’s complicated

role therein.

A ‘duty’ to fight against ‘shoddy design’®’

In order to understand the ways in which Hamilton’s article
jarred with the values of its host publication, it is
necessary to take a look back at the formation of these
values. The Council of Industrial Design was a government
agency established in London in 1944 in anticipation of the
need for a post-war boost to Britain’s manufacturing
industries and to help the transition from the state-
controlled production of wartime to a mixed state-directed and

94

market-based system.’® The CoID translated Britain’s need for a

°l John E. Blake, ‘Consumers in Danger’, Design 134, February 1960, p. 25.
2 Ibid.

3 Michael Farr, Design in British Industry: A Mid-Century Survey,
(Cambridge: University Press, 1955), p.xxxvi.

°* patrick Maguire and Jonathan Woodham, Design and Cultural Politics in
Postwar Britain: The ‘Britain Can Make It’ Exhibition of 1946, (London:
Leicester University Press, 1997).
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competitive edge in international markets into a two-pronged
domestically focused mission: to raise consumer taste and to
encourage manufacturers to produce better-designed goods. In
its campaign to raise standards in British manufacturing as a
matter of civic duty, the CoID followed in the footsteps of
other propagandizing organizations established in the first
half of the twentieth century such as The Faculty of Royal
Designers for Industry, The Design and Industries Association,
The Council for Art and Industry, and the Society of

Industrial Artists.

The CoID was funded by the Board of Trade, but while the main
impetus for improving design standards was economic, the CoID
was also a direct descendent of the nineteenth-century design
reformists who believed in the power of good design to effect
social change and to uphold moral values. As architecture and
design critic Nikolaus Pevsner averred, ‘Bad design is just as

devastating for people as bad air and over-long hours’.”

Design reformists such as John Ruskin and William Morris
transposed human virtues to the field of craft production,
invoking such tenets as ‘truth to materials’ and ‘honesty of
construction’ in their efforts to improve the aesthetic
quality of the decorative arts and the moral quality of the

society in which they were produced.

Ruskin, a leading critic of the Victorian era, saw the state
of decorative arts and architecture as indices of the
spiritual health of society. He was concerned that Britain’s
too-rapid industrialization would obliterate its natural
landscape with mills, quarries, kilns, coal-pits, and brick-
fields. In a lecture at the Bradford School of Design in

northern England, he said, ‘Unless you provide some elements

% Nikolaus Pevsner, ‘The Visual Arts’, Transcript of BBC Radio Third

programme, 10 October, 1946, p.4, BBC talks, 1946-1977, Series II, Box 52,
Nikolaus Pevsner papers, 1919-1979, The Getty Research Institute, Los
Angeles.
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of beauty for your workmen to be surrounded by, you will find

that no elements of beauty can be invented by them’.°’®

Morris, a socialist writer and designer who became the best-
known theorist of the late-nineteenth-century Arts and Crafts
movement, also linked aesthetics to social conditions. In a
lecture in Burslem, a town at the centre of the Midlands
pottery industry, he spoke of the correlation between a
beautiful living environment and the creation of beautiful
design, conscious that as he spoke he was standing ‘in a

district that makes as much smoke as pottery’.’’

He proposed
that the land would have to be turned from the ‘grimy back
yard of a workshop’ into a ‘garden’ in order for art to
flourish: ‘Of all the things that is likely to give us back
popular art in England, the cleaning of England is the first

and the most necessary’.”®

The principles of such reformists as Morris and Ruskin had a
pervasive legacy due to their extensively published writings
and the design-related institutions they helped to shape, and
they still informed the tenor of most CoID activities more
than half a century later. For example, a 1936 article
charting twenty-one years of the Designers and Industries
Association devoted a spread to a family tree of influences
converging on current DIA exhibitions and publications.’’ At
the head of this family tree was a photograph of William
Morris. (See Illustration 1) Additionally, Gillian Naylor, an
editorial assistant at Design, hired in 1956, has recalled the
importance of William Morris, specifically, and that, ‘once,
in an editorial, C.R. Ashbee was spelt Ashby and Gordon
Russell, then director of the CoID pointed this out and said,
‘These are the people this institution is founded upon and you

must at the very least get their names right in the

° John Ruskin, ‘Modern Manufacture and Design’, Lecture to Bradford School

of Design, 1859, in The Works of John Ruskin Volume 10, (London: George
Allen, 1878), p. 103.

°7 William Morris, ‘Art and the Beauty of the Earth’, Lecture delivered at
Burslem Town Hall, October 13, 1881, in William Morris, Art and the Beauty
of the Earth (London: Longmans, 1898), p. 29.

%8 Ibid. p. 23.

% Trend, Spring 1936, pp. 41-42.
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magazine! ' '%

Illustration 1. Spread from Trend, Spring 1936, showing the DIA
family tree, with William Morris at its head.

Michael Farr, who edited the CoID’s journal Design from 1952-
1959, had studied English Literature at Cambridge, with the

literary critic F.R. Leavis.'®

His introduction to design was
a kind of trial by fire in the form of a massive study of
hundreds of British manufacturers, designers, and retailers,
conducted under Nikolaus Pevsner'’s supervision.'’’ This
resulted in the book Design in British Industry: a Mid-Century
Survey, published in 1955. In its introduction Michael Farr
revealed his belief, in line with Pevsner'’s, and echoing those
of Morris and Ruskin, that the mission of design reform was

inextricably connected to that of social reform:

One cannot approve of thoughtless and insensitive designs.
Neither can one approve of dishonest designs, such as a

10 Gillian Naylor, ‘Design magazine, a conversation, 22 September 2003’,
Chapter 8, Design and the Modern Magazine, ed. by Jeremy Aynsley and Kate
Forde, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), p. 165.

191 obituary, Michael Farr, Design, October 1993, p.6.

102 Nikolaus Pevsner, who became the Slade Professor of Fine Art at Cambridge
in 1949, asked Michael Farr, who had studied English Literature at
Cambridge, to write the updated version of his 1937 Enquiry into Industrial
Art in England, which was published in 1955.
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pressed glass bowl trying to look like cut crystal glass, a
plastic-covered handbag made to resemble snakeskin, an
aluminium teapot masquerading as hand-beaten pewter. In the
same way one cannot approve of imitations of period designs.
As we shall see, the arbitrary invocation of antique styles is
a disease from which few industries are free [...] Such false
and meretricious designs attempt to provide a substitute for
the needed splendour which all aspects of our environment
should be made to concede. The pleasure which most people take
in an entertainment so vicarious as the cinema, as well as the
pleasure in vulgar and boastful design, is largely accounted
for by the universal longing to escape. Looked at from this
point of view, the question of industrial art is a social
question, it is an integral part of the social question of our
time. To fight against the shoddy design of those goods by
which most of our fellow-men are surrounded becomes a duty.!®

Farr depicted a designed landscape infected by mass culture
and such anti-social values as ‘thoughtlessness’,
‘insensitivity’, ‘dishonesty’, ‘falsehood’, ‘vulgarity’,
‘boastfulness’ and ‘shoddiness’, all of which he believed it
was his ‘duty’ as a design critic to ‘fight against’. Through
enumerating the evils of an environment lacking in
‘splendour’, he conjured a conception of a contrasting ideal
society, guided by the direct opposites of such values,
namely: honesty, functionality, taste, modesty, and
craftsmanship and durability. The ideals expressed in this
passage, inherited from the design reformist tradition, as
well as the use of the formal, seemingly objective third-
person pronoun to express strongly subjective and elitist
views, were typical of the prose style in the numerous

publications issued by the CoID well into the 1960s.

‘One more word about teapots:’ Design magazine'®

Design magazine, founded in 1949 as the CoID'’s journal of
record, functioned as another weapon in the Council’s
propagandist armoury, alongside its exhibitions of good design
held at the Design Centre in the Haymarket, London (opened in

1956), its Good Design Award Scheme (begun in 1957), its

1% Michael Farr, Design in British Industry: A Mid-Century Survey,

(Cambridge: University Press, 1955), p.xxxvi.
4 D, M Forrest, Commissioner, The Tea Bureau, ‘One more word about
teapots’, Design 82, October 1955, p. 50.
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educational films, wall cards, portable box exhibitions,
newsletter, joint ventures with the BBC and Penguin Books, and
its Design Index (a catalogue of British products which met
the Council’s selection criteria). The CoID was organized into
the Industrial Division and the Information Division, which
corresponded to its dual objective of ‘the creation of a
Supply of good design’ and ‘the creation of a Demand for good

105

design’, respectively. The magazine, which fell under the

auspices of the Information Division, reported on consumer
goods already endorsed by the Council; as Gillian Naylor

remembers it, ‘The CoID used to feed us material which they

106

wanted us to feature in the magazine’. The schematic

organization of the magazine also derived from the CoID Design

Centre, which grouped its objects and design files ‘as far as

07

possible to correspond with department store practice’.'”” (See

Illustrations 2 and 3)

Illustration 2. Exhibition of 1960 Design Awards, Design Centre,

London

15 sThe Aims and Organization of the Council of Industrial Design’, paper

prepared for discussion at Regional Controllers’ Office, on 8 September,
1948, Paul Reilly, design administrator, papers, ca.1920 - ca.1989, Archive
of Art and Design, London.

1% Gillian Naylor, ‘Design magazine, a conversation, 22 September 2003’,
Chapter 8, Design and the Modern Magazine, ed. by Jeremy Aynsley and Kate
Forde, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), p. 165.

7 Council of Industrial Design Memorandum on A Design Centre for British
Industry, p. ii, Paul Reilly, design administrator, papers, ca.1920 -
ca.1989, Archive of Art and Design, London.



Illustration 3. Design Index, Design Centre, London

Design historian Paul Burall has pointed out that the CoID’s
main role was ‘to define and extol “good” design in order to
try and persuade the British public that modern design was

08

what people should be buying’.'”® ‘Appropriate materials’,
‘good appearance’, ‘good workmanship’, ‘suitability for
purpose’, and ‘pleasure in use’ were some of the recurring
criteria by which examples of ‘good design’ were selected for
the Council’s Design Index and, by extrapolation, for
inclusion in the magazine. A 1954 Readership Survey revealed
that its readers were not particularly inspired by the
magazine'’s reliance on the unexplained absolute of ‘good
design’ for its editorial decision-making. The survey makers
summarized the readers’ responses by saying, ‘There is a good
deal of demand for articles presenting points of view other
than an “official” one’.'” It is also telling that the survey
found that the most popular section in a magazine devoted to
the improvement of British product design was the ‘Foreign

Review’ .''?

1% paul Burall, ‘The Official Critic: Irrelevant or Critical?’ in Design
Issues, Vol. 13. No. 2, ‘A Critical Condition: Design and its Criticism’,
Summer 1997, p. 37.

1% sInterim Notes on the Editorial Contents of Design’, Prepared by Mass
Observation Ltd., December 13 1954, Design Council Archive, The University
of Brighton Design Archives, Brighton.

10 Thid.
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The readership survey also reveals that very few members of
the ‘British public’ were actually reading Design. Its
readership was comprised mainly of designers and educators and
it was only available at specialist bookstores and through
subscription. Of its 13,600 readers in 1960, the highest
percentage worked in the furniture and appliances sector, and
the second-highest readership was from educational
establishments.''! And yet, since few other British
publications of the period were singly focused on contemporary
industrial design, Design, filled a significant gap in the

market for coverage of industrial and product design.''?

The other articles in the February 1960 issue, in which
Hamilton’s unorthodox article was published, included a piece
on street furniture with an introduction by the Minister of
Transport; an article about a stool designed to help factory
workers move between work stations; and a report about design

in Czechoslovakia.'” (See Illustrations 4 and 5)

1 A Report on Design Readership’, Prepared by Mass Observation Ltd.,

August 1961, Design Council Archive, The University of Brighton Design
Archives, Brighton.

2 Among those that devoted coverage to the topic were Art and Industry
(1936—1958), a private publication mainly focused on commercial art, House
and Garden, with an emphasis on antiques, The Architect’s Journal which
considered industrial design from an architect’s point of view, and The
Architectural Review (1897-) which ran a ‘Design Review’ section and
published irregular special issues on industrial design (December 1935 and
October 1946) edited by Nikolaus Pevsner and Sadie Speight.

3 pesign had become interested in human factors (what would later be known
as ergonomics), and devoted many articles to this topic. As Blake recalled,
‘By the early sixties [..] articles looked at the needs of consumers [..] much
attention was devoted to ergonomics, then emerging as a practical science
that could describe more precisely the physical and psychological needs of
people’. John Blake, ‘Towards a New Editorial Strategy’, Memo, October 1976,
Design Council Archive, Design History Research Centre, University of
Brighton.
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Illustration 4. Contents page of Design, February 1960

DESIGN ANALYSIS 17

Cup and saucer in melamine

L.BRUCE ARCHER |

L NER Ronald E. Brookes. MAKER Brookes and Adams Ltd.

vRICE including tax (cup and saucer) 6 6 (single colour) ; 85 3d (teco colour).

The melamine cups and saucers from the nesw Fiesta range of tablewcare by Brookes and Adams Lid, represent

a break from traditional designs. This same firm introduced some of the first plastics tableware to Britain as long
ago as 1923, when urea was the material used.

In this analysis the author outlines the manufacturing problems involced with plastics cups and saucers and
describes the way in which thei solution has led to the new designs. Opinions of users in secen houscholds

are taken into account in the author’s assessment. The manufacturer's comments are on page 47.

Illustration 5. First page of Bruce Archer’s review of Melamine

and saucer. Design, February 1960.
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These kinds of informative, but rather dry, articles about
aspects of design’s application to British industry were a
mainstay of the magazine at the time. The showcased projects
tended to be worthy municipal initiatives, evaluated through
the good design lens, in earnest, sometimes hectoring
language, illustrated with black-and-white photographs. Bruce
Archer’s analysis of a new range of melamine cups and saucers
represents the extreme of a quasi-scientific approach to
design evaluation that pervaded the magazine. Archer, who
sought to bring the robustness of his engineering background
to bear upon design criticism, started a series of ‘Design
Analysis’ in 1957. He took on one product every other month
and used a set of concrete standards he had developed in order
to measure the worth of its design. ‘By selecting one product
at a time,’ Farr reflected of the project, ‘it shows how the
design stands up to technical cross-examination at the
manufacturing stages, and functional analysis at the point of

use. '™

The left-wing poet, essayist, and former editor of Encounter
magazine, Stephen Spender, in a 1958 speech to the Society of
Industrial Artists, crystallized mounting unease among the
design-conscious public about CoID’s stultifying bias toward
functionalism. Spender saw too many designed goods ‘pincered’
between the ‘two extremes of utilitarian functionalism — the
airplane on one flank and the kitchen utensil on the other’.'"?
He listed the visual attributes of functionalism as ‘bareness,
simplicity, squareness or roundness, solidity, seriousness’
and warned that saying the functional is beautiful (a message

often contained in the pages of Design magazine) is really a

sleight of hand. He continued:

I know the objection to my way of thinking. It is that
designers are designing today for socialized welfare state
man, leading him down the Welwyn Garden path, educating him
gently with discourse piped from the Third Programme. None
must talk too loud, no one must flash a light too brightly in
his eyes, there must be no violent splashes of colour, he must

4 Michael Farr, Design in British Industry: A Mid-Century Survey,

(Cambridge: University Press, 1955), p.208.
5 stephen Spender, ‘Thoughts on Design in Everyday Life’, Design Oration of
the Society of Industrial Artists, 1958, excerpted on the ‘Clips and Quotes’
page in Industrial Design, March 1959, p. 8.
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be anesthetised with good taste, and who but the British, with
the British Council, the Arts Council, the Third Programme,
the Design Centre, panethol, chlorophyll, Dettol, know most
about disinfectants and anaesthetics.''®

A challenge to the taste anaesthetists

Only a year later along came a writer more than willing to
talk loudly, flash lights, and splash colour in the faces of
the taste anaesthetists at the CoID. With his ‘Persuading
Image’ article, Richard Hamilton upset the delicate balance of
good taste, belief in the conflation of usefulness and beauty,
and adherence to design reform social values that the CoID had

endeavoured to maintain in the post-war years.

Hamilton, was born in London, the son of a car showroom
driver, and disparately schooled in art at a variety of adult
education evening classes, the Royal Academy Schools and, when
they closed in 1940, in engineering draughtsmanship at a
Government Training Centre, and finally at the Slade. In the
late 1950s, Hamilton was developing a new art practice
inspired by popular culture and a writing practice through
which he tested his ideas. Recalling his life at the time, he

said in 2007:

Why was I going to the cinema three times a week, and reading
Esquire and Life magazine and then going home to the studio
and painting monochrome squares and hard-edged abstraction? It
didn’t seem to fit. So I tried to incorporate the material I
was interested in — the sociological aspects of current living
— and create a kind of aesthetic which would enable me to
produce a painting that I felt reflected the situation in
which i found myself. Writing helped me work through these
ideas.'’

The ‘Persuading Image’ article was based on a lecture titled
‘The Designed Image of the Fifties’ that Hamilton had
delivered in 1959 at the ICA to members of The Independent
Group. This loose-knit salon included artists, critics, and
architects Lawrence Alloway, Reyner Banham, Theo Crosby, and

Alison and Peter Smithson. The group had been meeting since

116 .
Ibid.
17 Richard Hamilton, personal interview, 23 February, 2007.
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1952 to plan exhibitions and discuss ideas about the machine
aesthetic, science fiction, communication theory, and other
aspects of pop culture, specifically American pop culture, as
a rebuttal to prevailing standards of good taste in 1950s
Britain, and in particular those of the founders of the ICA,
the critics and collectors of modern art Herbert Read and

Roland Penrose.!''®

The Independent Group discussions were motivated by an impulse
to break down the divide between high and low culture. Group
members prided themselves on being genuinely interested in,
and bone fide childhood consumers of, what Banham termed ‘the
popular arts of motorized, mechanized cultures [..] like the
cinema, picture magazines, science fiction, comic books, radio

television, dance music, sport’.'"

Alloway, in particular,
theorized this position vis-a-vis the popular arts. In his
1959 article ‘The Long Front of Culture’, he presented a
conceptual model that conceived of culture existing along a
horizontal spectrum, rather than stacked in a hierarchical
pyramid, with mass culture at the bottom and refined high
culture at the top: ‘unique oil paintings and highly personal
poems as well as mass-distributed films and group-aimed
magazines can be placed within a continuum rather than frozen

in layers in a pyramid’.'?°

Alloway's article dismantled the
idea that the arts were the exclusive possession of an elite,
and that permanence and uniqueness should be the only criteria

by which the value of material culture might be judged.

Among the influential exhibitions the Independent Group
organized, with Alloway'’s premise at their centres, were: ‘Man
Machine and Motion’ (ICA, 1955), in which Hamilton attached
blown-up photographs of machines in use to a modular steel
frame; ‘This Is Tomorrow’ (Whitechapel Gallery, 1956), in

which Crosby coordinated twelve teams of artists and

% pavid Robbins, ed., The Independent Group: Postwar Britain and the
Aesthetics of Plenty (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), p. 28.

% Reyner Banham, ‘A Throw-away Esthetic’, Industrial Design, March 1960, p.
64. (Originally published as ‘Industrial Design and Popular Art’ in Civilta
delle Macchine, November 1955).

120 Lawrence Alloway, ‘The Long Front of Culture’, Cambridge Opinion, no.l7,
1959, pp. 25-6.
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architects who each explored through mixed media different

aspects of the future; and
Exhibition, Olympia,

domestic life in the year 1980

‘House of the Future’

(Ideal Home

1956), the Smithsons’ projection of

in the form of a one-bedroom

house made largely of plastic and incorporating a garden in

its interior. These exhibitions reached a wider public than

the Group’s internal discussions,

in the 1960s their sensitivity

and when the Group disbanded

to popular culture was credited

with paving the way for the development of a British Pop Art

movement . %

The Independent Group also arranged a series of lectures for

small groups of invited guests,

and on violence in the cinema.
Image of the Fifties’

machines, vacuum cleaners,

radios,

including expositions on Elvis

Hamilton’s lecture ‘The Design

investigated appliances such as washing

and refrigerators and the

role of advertising in creating the image of these consumer

goods.

themselves’, Hamilton said.'?*

‘Tt was about advertising as much as the goods

Hamilton described his ICA presentation as being rather

‘exotic’. He had three projectors and three screens, one of

which took up the whole of the
located at 17-18 Dover Street.
the multi-screen film Glimpses
American designers Charles and

National Exhibition in Moscow,

projected on seven twenty-by-thirty-foot screens,

back wall of the ICA room, then
This format was his response to
of the U.S.A., produced by the
Ray Eames for the 1959 American
in which 2,200 images were

and which

had been published in the April 1959 issue of the American

Industrial Design magazine.

‘In my modest little way I was

trying to catch up with the avant-garde’, Hamilton recalled.'®

Hamilton had consulted Industrial Design in the US Embassy

121

This founding story, perpetuated by Alloway and Banham in their
retrospective accounts during the 1960s,

has since been reconsidered,

especially by the work of design historians Penny Sparke and Anne Massey,
who suggest that the working class interests and supposedly radical output
of the Group were complicated by a deep engagement with European modernism.

See:
59,
Penny Sparke,
56.

122

Anne Massey,

123

Ibid.

The Independent Group: Modernism and Mass Culture,
(Manchester: Manchester University Press,
‘The Myth of the Independent Group’,

Richard Hamilton, personal interview,

1945-
1995) and Anne Massey and
Block, 10, 1985, pp. 48-

23 February, 2007.
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Library on Grosvenor Square. In its pages, he found the
consumer appliances that featured in his lecture and article

and would feed other aspects of his work.

How to design a consumer for a product
Hamilton’s lecture and article described how the image of
America’s opulent 1950s was one constructed by a sophisticated

image industry.*

He examined the relationship between
designers, manufacturers, publicists, magazine editors, and
consumers, and how the image functioned at each juncture of
the production, distribution, and consumption of goods. He was
particularly impressed by the ways in which manufacturers
hired image-makers to manipulate consumers to buy the products
they had already created: an efficient system where ‘the

consumer can come from the same drawing board’ as the

product.'®

Hamilton argued that while the British design student was
being taught to ‘respect his job, to be interested in the form
of the object for its own sake as a solution to given
engineering and design problems’, social and economic
realities had effected a complete reversal of these values.
What his American counterpart realized was that the most
important aspects of design were not appearance or usefulness,
but rather the sustainability of production and consumption.
Hamilton recounted how American designers had developed ‘a new
respect for the ability of big business to raise living
standards’, and big business now appreciated ‘the part that

design has to play in sales promotion’.'?®

In Hamilton’s view,
the virtue of American industrial design was that it had come
‘to terms with a mass society’ in ways that British designers
still seemed incapable of. Functionality now had to encompass

how well a product was working in the market.

¢ The theme of the 1959 International Design Conference at Aspen was

‘Communication: The Image Speaks’. The proceedings were published in the
August 1959 issue of Industrial Design, and could, therefore, have informed
Hamilton'’s article.

12> Richard Hamilton, ‘Persuading Image’, Design 134, February 1960, p. 32.
126 Tbid. p. 29.
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Hamilton’s article was conspicuous in the pages of Design
through its role as a conduit for American perspectives on
economic and social practices. The idea, for example, that
manufacturing efficiency and national prosperity were
contingent upon accelerated obsolescence had been propounded

%7 The sentiment

by American economists like Peter Drucker.'
that ‘we are obligated to work on obsolescence as our
contribution to a healthy, growing society’ was typical of a
kind of growth-based thinking in late 1950s America.'?®
Hamilton had read the articles of American industrial designer
George Nelson. In his 1956 article on ‘Obsolescence’, Nelson
had explained that America’s wealth was dependent on its
wastefulness, which enabled mass production at an ever-
increasing pace and ‘provides a way of getting a maximum of

goods to a maximum of people’.'?’

Nelson astutely characterized
the European view of this situation as ‘a blend of appalled
curiosity, downright disbelief, righteous indignation and

envy’ .’

What he did not foresee is what would happen when a
self-proclaimed ‘intellectual’ artist like Hamilton added his
ambivalent stance to that mix. Hamilton seemed convinced that
rapid large-scale consumption improved manufacturing processes
and boosted industry, deducing that ‘increased productive
capacity is a basic social good.’'' And in fact, the
righteously indignant response to the issue came from an
American, the journalist Vance Packard, whose book The Waste
Makers, a hard-hitting social critique of planned
obsolescence, was published in 1960 and crystallized concern

over the contribution of planned obsolescence to a perceived

crisis of American cultural values.

Hamilton applauded the way in which American industrial design
had come to terms with mass society and ‘big business’ (a term

Hamilton had used in his 1957 enumeration of the qualities of

127 peter Drucker, ‘The Promise of the Next 20 Years’, Harper’s Bazaar, April

1955.

122 peter Drucker quoted in Vance Packard, The Waste Makers, (Brooklyn: Ig
publishing, 2011), p. 66.

122 George Nelson, ‘Obsolescence’, Industrial Design, December 1956, p. 88.
13 Thid. p. 81.

131 Richard Hamilton, ‘Persuading Image: A Symposium’, Design 138, June 1960,
p. 57.
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the emerging genre of Pop Art)."*?

‘Even the production of
goods of dubious value, is, in the long term, likely to
benefit society’, he argued.”’ ‘Change is most likely to occur
in those objects that least deserve to live’, Hamilton opined
in another article about obsolescence, demonstrating his

134 He was

belief in the tenets of free-market economics.
frustrated by the slow uptake of such ideas on his side of the

Atlantic.

Most other writers published in Design displayed a preference
for pure forms dictated by function, natural materials,
craftsmanship, and the work of Scandinavian designers, for
example. Hamilton, by contrast, provided a glimpse of the
economic reality in which mass-produced design actually
operated. He conceived of industrial designers not as
craftspeople but as canny commercial operators, describing
them variously as ‘marketing aids’, ‘men who establish the
visual criteria’, operators of ‘the machinery of motivation
control’, and collaborators with ‘ad-man, copywriter and

feature editor’.'®

Hamilton admired the people who knowingly constructed the
‘designed image of our present society’ in the pages of
‘glossy magazines’. These were the very images, after all,
that provided Hamilton and other members of the Independent
Group with such a rich source of raw material for their
discussions and artwork. He talked of their creators’ ‘skill
and imagination’ and ‘wit’, and quoted their slogans — ‘plush
at popular prices’ — surely aware of the goading effects such

136

language would have on Design magazine’s readership. Even

the very use of the word ‘glossy’ would have triggered complex

132 4pop Art is: Popular (designed for a mass audience), transient (short

term solution), expendable (easily forgotten), low cost, mass produced,
young (aimed at youth), witty, sexy, gimmicky, glamorous, big business’.
Richard Hamilton, ‘Pop Art Is’, unpublished, 1957 in Richard Hamilton,
Collected Words, (London: Thames & Hudson, 1983) p. 24.

133 Richard Hamilton, ‘Persuading Image: A Symposium’, Design 138, June 1960,
p. 57.

13¢ Richard Hamilton, ‘Artificial Obsolescence’ in Collected Words, (London:
Thames & Hudson, 1983) p. 155. Originally published in Product Design
Engineering, January 1963.

13 Richard Hamilton, ‘Persuading Image’, Design 134, February 1960, pp. 28-
32.

136 Tbid.
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Britain for several years after the end of the war and even by

1960 British magazines were rarely printed on gloss paper.
Hamilton was using the word to describe American mainstream
magazines such as Life, Look, and Esquire. But he was also
aware of the pejorative nature of the term’s metaphoric
connotations in a post-war Britain fearful of Americanizing
influences of ‘ersatz’ and ‘candy-floss’ mass arts on the
previously ‘organic’ expressions and ‘oral traditions’ of
working-class culture, as left-wing sociologist Richard
Hoggart had termed them.'”’ In the 1957 book The Uses of

Literacy Hoggart used the term ‘glossy’ as a negative label

for the kinds of furniture shops, novelettes, and magazines he

believed were exerting such a worrying influence on British
society. In describing monthly pin-up magazines, he wrote,
‘The ‘cheesecake’ is a little more advanced than most
newspapers would be prepared to print at present, and
especially well photographed on glossy paper’.'*® The 1961
Design Readership report, produced after Hamilton'’s article
had been published, revealed that some Design readers
considered that the magazine was becoming ‘too glossy’. The
director of a firm producing tubular steel products opined,
‘There is too much window-dressing by art people and it has
gone off the functional idea. It is tending to become an art-

glossy’.'?

Hamilton was keen to draw a distinction between the popular
arts, ‘in the old sense of arising from the masses’, and his
own conception of a more industrialized and calculated pop
art, which he saw as stemming ‘from a professional group with
a highly-developed cultural sensibility’.™° In a 1960 lecture
at the National Union of Teachers conference, Hamilton re-
emphasized the difference between unsophisticated working

class popular arts such as club singing, on the one hand, and

137 Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy, (London: Penguin Books, 1992).

First published (London: Chatto & Windus, 1957).

3% Ibid. p. 215.

13 4A Report on Design Readership’, Prepared by Mass Observation Ltd.,
August 1961, p. 13. Design Council Archive, The University of Brighton
Design Archives, Brighton.

140 Richard Hamilton, ‘Persuading Image’, Design 134, February 1960, p. 31.



72

the current manifestations of the commercially-driven, urbane
pop culture he was so fascinated by, on the other: ‘The
analysts of popular culture in recent years have been negative
in their approach. Whyte, Packard and Hoggart, whose ideas as
we know have been given full rein in the mass media, are
unanimous in their condemnation [of ‘gloss, glamour and
professionalism’.] The story is the same: the end of the world
is upon us unless we purge ourselves of the evils of soft
living and reject the drive for social and economic

advantages’.'!

The title of Hamilton’s Design article, ‘Persuading Image’,
evokes the title of American social critic Vance Packard'’s
1957 book The Hidden Persuaders, a best-selling critique of
Motivation Research (MR), a practice being used by the
American advertising and marketing industries to ‘depth-probe’
the consumer psyche. Based on methods used by the government
during World War II, which drew on the depth psychology of
Freud, but also sociological and anthropological research
techniques, MR attempted to ascertain the effects of
consumers’ psychological weaknesses on their buying habits.
Packard identified eight ‘compelling needs’, including secret
hostilities, guilty feelings, and sexual impulses, that
marketers convinced people they might fulfil through the
products they bought. ‘These depth manipulators are, in their
operations, beneath the surface of conscious life, starting to
acquire a power of persuasion that is becoming a matter of
justifiable public scrutiny’, wrote Packard.'*’ Hamilton, on
the other hand, thought that ‘the effect of this criticism of
our culture, coloured as it is by the hysterical overtones of
its re-interpretation within the mass media, has been to
create an atmosphere of unrest, which can itself be

143

dangerous’. His use of the word ‘Persuading’ in his title

141 Richard Hamilton, ‘Popular Culture and Personal Responsibility’, lecture

at National Union of Teachers Conference, October 26—28, 1960, in Richard
Hamilton, Collected Words, (London: Thames & Hudson, 1983) p. 155.

142 vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders, (London: Pelican, 1962) p. 16.
Richard Hamilton, ‘Popular Culture and Personal Responsibility’ lecture
at National Union of Teachers Conference, October 26—28, 1960, in Richard
Hamilton, Collected Words, (London: Thames & Hudson, 1983) p. 155.

143
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invoked Packard’s work, therefore, but not its moral

viewpoints.

Equally provocative to Design'’s readership, perhaps, was
Hamilton’s use of the word ‘Image’ in the title. At Design,
there was a suspicion of the visual image; the technical and
functional attributes of products were always stressed as if
in compensation for the superficial allure of their visual
appearance. In a review of two graphic design exhibitions held
in London in 1960, for example, John Blake observed of an
image’s need to compete for attention with its neighbour,
‘there is a danger in such demands for attention, for the
designer is tempted either to produce work that is vulgar or,
in escaping from this, to resort to sophisticated pattern-

making’ .'*

Suspicion of the image in Design tended to be
conflated with suspicion of American culture and design. In
Blake’s review of an exhibition of American design held at the
US Trade Center in London, he revealed resentment at the
commercial nature of American packaging design, concluding
that there was little on display ‘that would have been
acceptable to even the most catholic of British selection
panels’.'*> He added that the difference between a British and
an American designer lay in the fact that the latter was
‘untroubled by the pangs of conscience that afflict at least

146 This anti-American

some of his European colleagues’.
sentiment was widespread in British commentary of the period,
a residue from Britain’s comparative decline after the war.
American popular culture was a blatant reminder of the
country’s global economic dominance. Cultural critic Raymond
Williams wrote in 1962 that the very worst of the mass media
‘is American in origin. At certain levels we are culturally an
American colony [..] To go pseudo-American is a way out of the
English complex of class and culture, but of course it solves

nothing; it merely ritualises the emptiness and despair’.'?

144 John Blake, ‘Communication and Persuasion’, Design 140, August 1960, p.
34.

1% John Blake, ‘American Design in London’, Design 200, August 1965, p. 53.
16 Tbid.

%7 Raymond Williams, Britain in the Sixties: Communications, (London:
Penguin, 1964, p. 75.
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For Hamilton, however, the constructed image was far from
sinister. The exchange of art-directed images was a shared
connection among his peers, who were obsessed by ‘pin-board
culture’. ‘We would walk into the houses of friends and find
we all had exactly the same picture’, he said. ‘There was a
picture of an American model wearing a backless dress, showing
her backside cleavage, which was very venturesome. That was on
everyone’s pin boards’.'*® The image of swimwear model Vicky
Dougan'’s back, framed by a low-cut white dress, used to

illustrate ‘Persuading Image’, was clipped from Esquire and

was reworked for the artwork Hamilton created between 1958 and

1961 titled ‘S$he’. (See Illustrations 6 and 7)

Illustration 6. Richard Hamilton'’s self-portrait created for the
cover of a 1963 ICA publication titled Living Arts. The image,
photographed from above by photojournalist Robert Freeman, features
a 1963 Ford Thunderbird with a lingerie model sprawled on the back
and a male model wearing an American football uniform leaning on the
hood, a Mercury spacecraft capsule on loan from Shepperton Film
Studios, a refrigerator stuffed with American food, a Wondergram, a
vacuum cleaner, telephone, typewriter, and toaster—all arranged on a
background of high-gloss pink paper.

148 Richard Hamilton, personal interview, 23 February, 2007.
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Illustration 7. In a l4-item list of the crew and props it took to
produce the image, printed on the magazine’s title page, Hamilton
credits the photographer and the stylist, and lists himself as the
‘producer’ of the image—a label notably different from those used by
British designers and commentators of the period.

‘Stirring the pot of controversy’'*

Considering how divergent Hamilton'’'s article was from CoID’'s
values and Design’'s typical content, why did the magazine'’'s
editor commission the piece? By 1960, Paul Reilly, who had
worked at the CoID since 1948, succeeded Gordon Russell as
director, and Michael Farr, who had edited Design since 1952,
became Chief Information Officer, handing the magazine’s
editorship to his deputy editor, John E. Blake.'®® In February
1960 Blake had only been editor of Design for a couple of
months but had been deputy editor for several years before
that.™ It is possible that, with the publication of this
piece, he was trying to define a new direction for the

magazine and stake out the different terms of his editorship.

% Ken Garland, quoted in Michael Farr, obituary, Design, October 1993, p.
6.
%% Council of Industrial Design Newsletter, December 1959, p. 2.

151 John Blake had studied in the School of Woods, Metals and Plastics at the
Royal College of Art and was introduced to writing and then editing through
working on ARK, the college publication.
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Blake made his views on criticism explicit in an editorial
introduction, where he reaffirmed Design’s intention to
evaluate design based on an analysis of the distance between
‘the promise of the product’s appearance’ and its actual ease

of use.!®?

He referred to ‘testing’ but distinguished Design’s
role from that of bodies such as the Consumers’ Association,
founded in 1957 (which subjected products to rigorous
laboratory testing). He wrote, ‘Our intention is less to
provide a guide to what is best on the market than to suggest,
through a close study of individual products, what are the
things that really matter in design, and consequently what are
those areas of investigation and research which are of most

concern to designers and manufacturers’.'?

He saw design
criticism less as a type of social criticism, as his
predecessors had, but rather as an evaluative activity tied
closely to the relationship between product aesthetics and

performance.

It is likely that it was the newly departed editor, Farr, who
asked Hamilton to convert the ICA lecture into an article.™
In his new role as Chief of the Information Division at CoID,
and as Blake’s mntor, Farr was certainly in a position to
influence Blake’s decision-making in the transitional months

of his editorship.

Most historical accounts portray Design as merely a
propagandist ‘mouthpiece’ of the CoID, and there are certainly
grounds for this view in the close parallels between CoID’s

values and the content of the magazine.'® Still, there was a

152 John Blake, ‘The Case for Criticism’, Comment, Design 137, May 1960, p.
43.

133 Tbid.

The Consumers’ Association, a product-testing and consumer advocacy charity,
was set up in 1957, championed by Michael Young, research director for the
Labour Party, and encouraged by the work of the American Consumers Union
which had been active since the 1930s. In October 1957 the Consumers
Association launched a publication, Which?, with the aim of improving the
standard of goods and services available to the public in the UK. The
publication started as a small 32-page magazine that included reports on
electric kettles, sunglasses, aspirin, cake-mixes, scouring powders, no-iron
cottons and British cars. By 1959, membership had reached 150,000.

1% Ken Garland, personal interview, 14 February, 2007.

For example: ‘Design magazine, official mouthpiece of the Council of
Industrial Design’, Rick Poynor, ‘First Things First’, Emigré 51, 1999;
‘Design, the mouthpiece of CoID’, Patrick Joseph Macguire and Jonathan
Woodham, Design and Cultural Politics in Postwar Britain, (London: T&T

155
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tension at play in the pages of Design between the principles
of CoID-endorsed good design on the one hand and the
imperatives of critical journalism on the other. The editors
were often under pressure from the Council’s Information
Division to include in the magazine CoID-approved consumer
goods and especially those manufactured by its trustees who
were also advertisers and thus among CoID’s sources of
income.™® By the early 1960s, advertising had assumed an
increased influence in the magazine’s editorial content.
Particularly objectionable to the management were articles
that seemed in any way ‘anti-British industry’ and the fact
that Design’s editorial was increasingly devoted to ‘overseas
material’, which presents ‘an almost hopeless task for gaining

157 But editors like Farr and his mentee Blake

advertisements’.
had a journalistic appreciation for controversy and saw their

role as injecting lively debate into the journal’s pages.

According to Design’'s art director Ken Garland, Farr'’s own
inclinations were towards human-factors design — and he was
most comfortable working with writers like Christopher Jones,
Brian Shackel, and Bruce Archer, who held similar views.'’® He
also ‘relished stirring the pot of controversy’, Garland

wrote.®®

Farr was interested enough in other design and
consumer magazines to instruct Garland to prepare for him a
monthly report on them. Prior to joining Design, Farr had also
worked as News Editor for The Architect’s Journal and The

Architectural Review.'®®

In Architectural Review during 1959
and 1960, critical debates were signalled with the use of
yellow paper stock, red type, and attention-grabbing

typographic devices such as starbursts, enlarged quote marks,

Clark, 1997); ‘CoID’'s official mouthpiece, Design Magazine’, Judy Attfield,
Utility Reassessed (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999) p. 55.

1% Memos and Minutes of Design magazine meetings, 1954-1978, Design Council
Archive, The University of Brighton Design Archives, Brighton.

157 Memo from Mr. Tree to Mr. Hughes-Stanton, 26, June 1969, Memos and
Minutes of Design magazine meetings, 1954-1978, Design Council Archive, The
University of Brighton Design Archives, Brighton.

1% In 1961 Bruce Archer was appointed guest professor at the Hochschule fiir
Gestaltang at Ulm where he lectured for four months in the industrial design
department on design criticism and design analysis.

159 Ken Garland, quoted in Michael Farr, obituary, Design, October 1993, p.6.
Interview with Michael Farr, 15 August 1991, Archive of Art & Design, AAD
7-1989. The collection of Architectural Review magazines housed in the V&A’'s
National Art Library was donated by Michael Farr.
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and arrows, and led to heated letters printed in subsequent

issues.'®

It is probable, therefore, that in asking writers
like Richard Hamilton, Reyner Banham, and Lawrence Alloway to
contribute to Design articles that challenged CoID’s
worldview, Farr and Blake were seeking to emulate
Architectural Review’'s debate-generating strategy in the hope

of gaining more readers.

The image of ‘Persuading Image’ (See Illustration 8)

Within the pages of the February 1960 issue of Design
Hamilton’s article was emphatically flagged. It was the lead
article. Its first page was printed on bright yellow paper,
and colour tints were used, at a time when colour only tended
to appear in the magazine when manufacturers paid for it in

162 Garland recalls

order to better show off their products.
that the bolding of key phrases, such as ‘control of the
consumer’ and ‘plush at popular prices’ was to ‘enliven and
emphasize’ the text and was done in consultation with

Hamilton.'®?

Hamilton’s use of imagery was also unique within
the pages of Design. The images he and Garland selected to
illustrate his piece floated alongside the text allusively
rather than as directly referenced examples. Also floating
were Hamilton'’s enigmatic captions, which quoted advertising
slogans and editorial hyperbole, as a form of poetry. Beneath
a selection of images of car detailing and a page excerpted
from Look magazine, for example, is the text: ‘”Functionalism
is not enough for Americans”, says the page from Look, and the
automobile body designer knows it. High fashion stylists in
metal use the symbols of speed, sex and status to gain sales

appeal’.'®™ (See Illustration 9) This kind of unfiltered

sampling of American advertising and editorial language sits

61 Architectural Review initiated a ‘Criticism’ section in June 1951.

Memos and Minutes of Design magazine meetings, 1954-1978, Design Council
Archive, The University of Brighton Design Archives, Brighton.

163 Ken Garland, personal interview, 14 February, 2007.

Like Hamilton, Garland was a fan of the American magazines Interiors and
Industrial Design. He recalled, ‘if I had a model it would be these
magazines [..] we used to receive these publications with great eagerness
each month’. Ken Garland, ‘Design magazine, a conversation, 22 September
2003’, Chapter 8, Design and the Modern Magazine, ed. by Jeremy Aynsley and
Kate Forde, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), p. 171.

1% Richard Hamilton, ‘Persuading Image’, Design 134, February 1960, p. 29.
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uneasily in the pages of Design but found a more fitting home
in Hamilton’'s artworks and more creative pieces of writing
(such as his

‘Urbane Image’ article published in Living Arts

in 1963), where ambiguity lends the works their tension.

RIGHARD HAMILTON

Thisarticeisa y Fif
by the author t the Institate of Contemporary Arts recently. Richard Hailton wied

fabu
lous*fies” was "

1o meetthe eeds of America'sindustrial conomy, bu it means that the designer mast
adjust himself 0 a new set of values if he is still to play @ ereative role. Market re-
scarch aims o tel the industialst ehat the consumer swants, bu it canno forecast
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Courtesy Look

Courtesy Look

“Functionalism is not enough for Americans™, says the
page from Look, and the automobile body designer knows it.
High fashion stylists in metal use the symbols of speed, sex

and status to gain sales appeal

Illustration 9. Detail of one of the pages of Richard Hamilton's
‘Persuading Image’ article in Design, February 1960, showing his use
of allusive poetic image captions.

The contentious nature of Hamilton’s article was suggested in
Blake’s editorial introduction to the issue. Under the
headline ‘Consumers in Danger’, Blake primed his readers by
promising them a ‘controversial’ article with a conclusion ‘of
a form of economic totalitarianism not greatly dissimilar from
Orwell’s terrifying prophesy’. Blake summoned the force of
George Orwell’s novel about totalitarian ideology, Nineteen
Eighty-Four, which had been published in 1949 and had
sustained the public’s attention, as its details seemed to be
confirmed by actual events of the Cold War. He concluded his
introduction with the rhetorically loaded question: ‘Do we
believe it is more important for industry, and the designer,
to serve the real needs of the consumer, or are we content
with the prospect of the consumer becoming a pawn in the grip
of an economic master who rules exclusively to serve his own

ends? '

1% John Blake, ‘Consumers in Danger’, Design 134, February 1960, p. 25.
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In his editorial leader, Blake drew readers’ attention to what
he perceived to be the key phrase of the piece: ‘design a
consumer to the product’. In an effort to extend the article’s
lifespan across several issues, just as The Architectural
Review was doing so successfully, Blake promised a
continuation of the debate in a subsequent issue, where he
planned to publish the ‘comments of designers and design
critics from Europe and America on the issues raised in this

controversial article’.'®®

Examining this text, Garland
observed, ‘Being contentious was a typical thing to do in most

magazines. But in this sort of magazine it was unusual’.'?’

The readers respond

Design magazine invited responses to Hamilton'’s article from a
select group of American and European designers,
manufacturers, and critics. Their comments, which appeared in
the magazine’s June issue, focused on their perception that
the piece condoned planned obsolescence, styling, and
motivation research. Most objected to what they perceived to
be Hamilton’s lack of social responsibility and his complicity
with reviled American values, which to the European post-war
Left was often used as a new target to replace Fascism.
Industrial designer Misha Black said, ‘The designer can
admittedly ‘maintain a respect for the job and himself while
satisfying a mass audience’, but only while he retains some
respect for the civilisation of which he is a part; if he
ceases to be concerned with real values in society then he
becomes a polite equivalent of the dope pedlar who also
satisfies a social need’.'® D.W. Morphy, of British home
appliances firm Morphy Richards, considered the design
Hamilton talked about ‘false design’, and hardly likely to
deceive the public.'® Alberto Rosselli, editor of the Italian
magazine Stile Industria, was reported as saying, ‘The

Hamilton prescription is immoral in that it might lead to

1% John Blake, Preface to ‘Persuading Image’, Design 134, February 1960, p.
28.
7 Ken Garland, personal interview, 14 February, 2007.

‘Persuading Image: A Symposium’, Design 138, June 1960, pp. 54-57.

1% Tbid. p. 54.

168
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170

indiscriminate use of persuasion’. Even George Nelson, whose

articles in Industrial Design had inspired Hamilton, commented

that Hamilton’s conclusions were ‘depressing, even nauseous’.'”’

The discussion continued in the form of readers’ letters in
subsequent issues, but Hamilton was given the last word. He
wrote, ‘The phrase that caused the alarm, ‘designing the
consumer to the product’, is a redefinition of a well-known
process; for the ultimate political evil it was called
fascism, when directed at purely commercial objectives it is
called salesmanship, without the moral overtones it is known
as education. We are all concerned, in one way or other with

172 Hamilton was

the conversion of others to a point of view’.
particularly keen to have the last word with regard to the
comments submitted by Reyner Banham, then assistant executive
editor of The Architectural Review and Hamilton’s intellectual
sparring partner in the Independent Group. Banham was
dismissive of Hamilton’s arguments and seemed to be defending
his own preserve of writing about industrial design. He
suggested that one benefit of high obsolescence could be the
creation of a situation in which ‘fine art designers’
(possibly a veiled reference to Hamilton) ‘who believe a ‘good
design is forever’, will decide that product design is beneath
their contempt, and get out, leaving the field to men far
better qualified to realise the satisfaction of consumer wants
with a far clearer sense of the product designer’s position as

the servant of his mass public’.'”

Hamilton responded to his
‘critics’ generally except in the case of Banham, who he
singled out for direct rebuttal: ‘([Banham’s] reading was as
slipshod as any since he repeats much of what I said in a tone
of contradiction) but he is so much a democrat that he equates
‘controlled’ with ’‘being pushed around’. If his conception of
democracy is carried much further there is a danger of his

becoming conservative’.'”*

79 Ibid. p. 55.

1 1bid.

172 1bid. p. 56.
3 Ibid. p. 55.
74 Ibid. p. 57.
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Writing of the effects of Hamilton’s ‘Persuading Image’
article, design historian John Hewitt has concluded that, ‘To
a Council that had always preferred the idea of serving a
consumer, of responding to his/her needs, not those created
through market research or advertising, the very idea of
controlling the consumer and of integrating him/her totally
into the market processes in order to meet different, purely

commercial objectives, was total anathema’.'”

And yet, ironically, it had also been the CoID’s longstanding
mission to ‘mould’ British consumers by seeking to educate
them in the principles of good design. Design magazine,
specifically, under pressure to sell more issues, was
beginning to show curiosity about, if not exactly to ‘depth
probe’, its own consumers. While Hamilton'’s article was being
published, Design’s managers were in the process of employing
a market research firm to conduct surveys with their readers.
Mass Observation’s 1961 report on Design magazine’s readership
unearthed a litany of grumbles about the magazine’s form and

content.'®

It turned out that the consumer of Design was harder to shape
than its managers thought. Readers had specific views about
Design and how it could be improved. 17% thought it should
contain more about readers’ own jobs. It was deemed by some as
‘too arty and academic;’ or ‘not sufficiently up-to-date;’
while others objected to the criteria it used to judge good
design. Others thought it ‘should have more expert reports;’
that it was ‘badly written;’ ‘needs more outside writers;’ and

‘should be aimed more at the man in the street’.'”’

‘My main
criticism’, said a design consultant honing in on a growing
public perception of the CoID as elitist and out-of-step with
the times, ‘is that it is too snooty about everything. There
is no link made — or no effort at a link — between the

designer and the ordinary people. It fails because it relies

' John Hewitt, ‘Good Design in the Marketplace: The Rise of Habitat Man’,
The Oxford Art Journal 10:2, 1987, p. 30.

176 +A Report on Design Readership’, Prepared by Mass Observation Ltd., August
1961, Design Council Archive, The University of Brighton Design Archives,
Brighton.

Y7 Ibid. p. 13.
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too much on snob value. I feel that a ‘Design Establishment’

is emerging which is far too tight’.'”®

One of the subscribers interviewed, a production planning
manager in an engineering firm, objected to the ‘parochial
tendencies’ of the magazine, and said he wanted ‘more variety

among contributors’.'”’

In explaining his request he
unconsciously quoted Hamilton’s ‘Persuading Image’ article,
saying: ‘[Design] should deal with the social side of design.
You can now design the customer to the product as well as the

product to the customer’.'®’

It appeared that however
heterodoxical Hamilton’s argument might have been in the
context of CoID’s anti-commercial, socially and morally driven
view of design, amongst Design’s actual readership its message

had hit home.' (See Illustration 10)

178 1bid. p. 14.

% Ibid. p. 15.

180 Thid.

8! Tn his article Hamilton made several references to the February 1959 issue
of Industrial Design magazine. It was checked out of the Royal College of
Art library repeatedly during March 1960, suggesting that his article
created a new and temporary readership for the American magazine.



Illustration 10. Page from 1961 Design Readership Survey, conducted
by Mass Observation.

Hamilton did not consider himself a design critic; ‘I’'ve
always thought of myself as a design hobbyist’, he later
said.'® And yet he had clear views about his role as an
educator, which do seem to have translated into his critical
writing: ‘It is for us as teachers to promote in the youth we
teach a healthy suspicion of all dogma, whether it is

politically oriented or aimed at fixing the pattern of our

85

culture’, he said in the 1960 lecture to the National Union of

182 Richard Hamilton, personal interview, 23 February, 2007.
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83 He believed that in order to achieve ‘freedom of

Teachers.
choice [..] the youth of today’ should be made fully aware of
the techniques of mass media, ‘whose products they already

know and appreciate’.'®

Hamilton'’s perceptive analysis of the
techniques of image-making, the social and economic
implications of mass-produced goods, and the inevitability of
expendability helped to challenge the main current of design
discourse in post-war Britain with a level of authority seldom
found among the writings of establishment-sanctioned design

commentators of the period.

PART TWO: THE APPLIED LIFE OF PRODUCTS AT INDUSTRIAL DESIGN
MAGAZINE, US, 1955-1960

While Hamilton'’s article ran counter to the ethos of the
British CoID and the content of its house magazine, it
connected quite closely to the kinds of preoccupations of
American design discourse being rehearsed in the New York-
based independent trade publication Industrial Design. This
magazine was among the sources of images and articles that
members of the Independent Group used for their lectures,
articles, and artworks — and was referenced in particular by
Banham and Hamilton. Under the editorship of Jane Fiske and
Deborah Allen, Industrial Design offered a pluralist view of
product design that acknowledged the existence of ‘a mass
culture, in which artifacts are produced under completely new
circumstances’, and the reality that ‘we have in mass-produced
objects a new kind of folk art in a new dimension: an
anonymous, Or group-oriented expression of the twentieth
century in terms of practical needs — which is not by all the

people, but at least for the people’.'®

Industrial Design had begun life in 1941 as a column in

Interiors, a magazine, headquartered in New York, devoted to

183 Richard Hamilton, ‘Popular Culture and Personal Responsibility’ lecture at

National Union of Teachers Conference, October 26—28, 1960, in Richard
Hamilton, Collected Words, (London: Thames & Hudson, 1983) p. 154.

18 Thid.

'8 Jane Fiske Mitarachi, ‘Evaluating Industrial Design’, Journal of the
American Association of University Women, October 1958, p. 17.
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the interior design profession. Upon the advice of designer
George Nelson, publisher Charles E. Whitney decided to develop
the column into a publication aimed at industrial designers
‘concerned with product planning, design, development and
marketing’.'®® In 1954 the ‘Industrial Design’ column editors
Jane Fiske and Deborah Allen became the new magazine’s first

editors, with Nelson as editorial contributor and advisor.'®

In his ‘Publisher’s Postscript’ to Industrial Design’'s first
issue (February 1954), Whitney explained his perspective on
the genesis of the bi-monthly journal: ‘The establishment of a
new magazine was made almost mandatory by a series of
developments in the last decade — the ascent of the product
designer to a position of executive authority in industry; the
vigorous demand by designers for a publication edited
exclusively for them; and more particularly, the enlightening
contacts we made at Walter P. Paepcke’s Aspen Design

Conference two years ago’.'®®

The magazine went on to develop a close relationship with the
International Conference at Aspen (IDCA) in the ensuing years,
through reporting its activities, republishing its papers, and
the magazine editors’ involvement as moderators and conference
board members. Like the conference in this period, Industrial
Design campaigned for greater recognition of design’s value to
business and society and sought to promote the significance of
design ‘as a unique, autonomous function in the overall
industrial operation — on parity with engineering,

manufacturing and sales’.'®

Nelson’s article in the first issue of Industrial Design, on

his role in developing a new line of bubble lamps for Howard

18 Magazine subhead, Industrial Design, February 1954, p. 1.

Nelson’s design office was in the same building as the magazine and he
seems to have had some influence on the content of the magazine. Fiske
remembers, ‘He would decide what he wanted to write and once in a while he
decided what you wanted to write’. Nelson, primarily a designer and at the
time design director for Herman Miller, also had experience as an editor. He
was co-managing editor of Architectural Forum, a contributor to Fortune, and
Interiors. In 1958 his collected essays were published by Whitney in the
book Problems of Design, (New York: Whitney Publishing, 1959).

%8 Charles Whitney, ‘Publishers Postscript’, Industrial Design, February
1954, p. 150.

% subscription card, Industrial Design, February 1954.
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Miller Clocks (a subsidiary of Herman Miller Furniture
Company, where Nelson was Design Director) is also indicative
of this mission to elevate the standing of the designer in the
‘industrial operation’. Nelson wrote, ‘The designer functions
as a member of the top policy group and his recommendations
carry the same weight as those of the production and sales

executives’ .

The designer Don Wallance was also keen to
assert a designer’s influence in manufacturing company
decision-making, and by doing so illuminates the way in which,
in the US, industrial design was conceptually framed in
commercial terms. In his 1956 book Shaping America’s Products,

Wallance wrote:

As the designer has received increasing recognition and status
with the company the authority of the designer has likewise
increased. He is no longer a subservient artist — highly
suspect as an impractical esthete — to be called in after all
major policy and technical decisions about a new product have
been made. In many companies the design director is given a
seat at the table on a par with the director of production,
technical research or sales.'’

In addition to the IDCA, Industrial Design operated within a
network of other contemporaneous general interest magazines
(Harper’s, Colliers, House & Home, and The New Yorker),
international design magazines (Design in Britain and Domus in
Italy), conferences (IDCA), and museums (MoMA). Industrial
Design frequently commissioned writers and republished
articles from other magazines, and from recently published
design books from the Whitney publishing stable, while its
editors both participated in, and reported on, debates on
styling and ‘good design’ at MoMA. Despite this interplay,
Industrial Design’s engagement with it subject matter was
unique. A 1958 panel, organized to discuss an exhibition of
‘20" Century Design from the Museum Collection’, moderated by
Industrial Design’'s then-consulting editor Jane Fiske
McCullough, and recorded in the magazine under the title

‘Design as Commentary’, revealed some of the differences

19 George Nelson, ‘Planned Expansion’, Industrial Design, February 1954, p.
148.

! Don Wallance, Shaping America’s Products (New York: Reinhold Publishing
Corporation, 1956), pp. 50-51.
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between the Museum’s and the magazine’s conception of design.
Arthur Drexler, director of MoMA’s Department of Architecture
and Design since 1956, stated that the collection purposefully
excluded ‘those mass-produced objects supposed to be

1192 There are no

characteristic of our ‘high standard of living.
television sets, no refrigerators, no telephones, and only a
few mechanical appliances — not because such objects are
intrinsically unworthy but rather because their design seldom
rises above the vulgarity of today’s high-pressure

salesmanship’ .’

Industrial Design, on the other hand, devoted
a whole section of the magazine each month to analysis of such
appliances. (See Illustration 11) Drexler went on to observe,
‘The Museum’s collection is not concerned with persuading
people to use objects, to buy them, to consume. Our interests

are concerned primarily with art’.'™

While Industrial Design
certainly promoted design, its editors also critiqued it. They
considered formal beauty too limiting a criterion, however,
and focused instead upon the way products worked, how they
were used, and what they said about ‘a heavily goods-oriented
society’, as William Snaith, president of the Raymond Loewy

Corporation, put it during the panel discussion.'®

192

Arthur Drexler, quoted in ‘Design as Commentary’, Industrial Design,
February 1959, p. 56.
193 Tbid.
%4 Tbid. p. 61.
1% wWilliam Snaith, quoted in ‘Design as Commentary’, Industrial Design,

February 1959, p. 60.



90

| paGN REVIEW : Rodis and TV

Illustration 11. Typical spreads from ‘Design Review’ section of
Industrial Design, which discussed the latest consumer appliances and
white goods.

Without a government agency like the British CoID, in the US

the job of campaigning for the importance of design to
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industry was left to entrepreneurial individuals who had been
instrumental in the formation of the country’s industrial
design profession. In the 1940s they had started to collect
into professional organizations. The Society of Industrial
Designers had been established in New York in 1944, initially
with fourteen members, including Raymond Loewy, Norman Bel
Geddes, Walter Dorwin Teague, Henry Dreyfuss, Donald Deskey,

Harold Van Doren, and Russel Wright.'*

The group initiated an
annual awards scheme and produced an irregularly appearing

annual publication called US Industrial Design, but they did
not possess the journalistic drive to create news stories nor

°7 Jane

the distance necessary to taking a critical stance.'
Fiske and Deborah Allen, co-editors of the first five years of
Industrial Design, on the other hand, helped to pioneer a
distinctively American, mass-market product design criticism,
fuelled by their personal beliefs, intellectual backgrounds,
and experiences as both professional working women and as

homemakers.

Televisions, refrigerators, and ‘a rhapsody of perceptions’'®®

The interrelated philosophies of relativism and pragmatism
permeated much liberal intellectual American culture in the
post-war period. In 1950 the historian Henry Steele Commanger
praised pragmatism, describing it as deriving directly from
the country’s historical experience and becoming, in the

twentieth century, ‘almost the official philosophy of

19 Their focus was primarily to introduce stricter codes of professional

practice and to reinforce the legality of industrial design as a profession,
established in a seminal case in 1940 where Teague successfully argued it
should be considered a profession in terms of taxation.

17 Membership was restricted to experienced professionals. Each of the
founding members could invite one additional designer, who had designed at
least three mass-produced products in different industries, to join the
following year, thus excluding automotive designers of Detroit. In 1951 the
organization changed its name to the Society of Industrial Designers,
merging in 1965 with two other bodies to become the Industrial Designers
Society of America (IDSA).

198 sExperience, however, depends on the synthetical unity of phenomena, that
is, on a synthesis according to concepts of the object of phenomena in
general. Without it, it would not even be knowledge, but only a rhapsody of
perceptions, which would never grow into a connected text according to the
rules of an altogether coherent (possible) consciousness, nor into a
transcendental and necessary unity of apperception’. Immanuel Kant, Critique
of Pure Reason, (London: MacMillan, 1922) p. 128.
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America’ .’

Sociologist Daniel Bell recommended the eschewal of
utopian ideologies that had been tainted by the
totalitarianism, and adherence, instead, to a quintessentially
American tradition of sober, prudent practicality, while
historian Daniel J. Boorstin advocated for a ‘doctrinally
naked’ and therefore flexible America able to accept ‘the

givenness of experience’.?"

Disturbed by the activities of
anti-communist ideologists in the 1940s such as Senator Joseph
McCarthy, the American intellectual critical community,
typified by such groups as the New York Intellectuals (which
included essayists such as Lionel Trilling, Harold Rosenberg,
and Daniel Bell), abandoned what Neil Jumonville has termed
‘their earlier ideological and faith and prophetic
partisanship’, and adopted ‘a more modest and precise outlook

based on reason, analysis, and pragmatism’.’"

Fiske and Allen, while not overtly political, deployed a
similarly rationalist, pluralist, and non-partisan outlook as
the New York Intellectuals. But where the latter found it hard
to embrace the mass culture they saw as threatening their
professional status, Fiske and Allen dealt very directly with
the products of mass culture. They saw the role of design in
mass manufacture and its impact on everyday life, as ripe
territory for their own literary exploration. Throughout the
pages of Industrial Design their version of pragmatic
relativism was manifested in their frequent use of personal
experience to illuminate the specifics of a product, their
innovative use of explanatory diagrams and ‘how-to’ guides,
and in their refusal of aesthetic absolutes and prevailing

ideologies such as ‘good design’.

% Henry Steele Commanger, The American Mind, (New Haven, CT: The Yale

University Press, 1959), quoted in John Patrick Diggins, The Promise of
Pragmatism: Modernism and the Crisis of Knowledge and Authority (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1994) p. 400.

2 paniel Bell, The End of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in
the Fifties, (New York: The Free Press, 1960) and Daniel J. Boorstin, The
Genius of American Politics, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1953). For a detailed account of the influence of pragmatism in American
culture, see: John Patrick Diggins, The Promise of Pragmatism: Modernism and
the Crisis of Knowledge and Authority (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1994).

20! Neil Jumonville, Critical Crossings: The New York Intellectuals in Postwar
America, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), p. xii.
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Jane Fiske grew up in Larchmont, Westchester Co., NY, the
daughter of an air conditioning and refrigeration engineer and
who also edited a trade association magazine and ‘wrote a
lot’. Remembering the role of writing in her childhood years,
Fiske said, ‘I was used to the idea of sitting at a typewriter

and grinding things out’.?”

Fiske studied at Vassar College, a
prestigious women’s liberal arts college in Poughkeepsie, NY
(she also pursued graduate studies at New York University’s
Institute of Fine Arts), and began her career as secretary to
the architect Philip Johnson, the young curator and head of
MoMA's Department of Architecture and Design. She soon
transitioned to the role of acting assistant curator. Of this
period, during which the museum staged the first US Mies van
der Rohe exhibition (1947) and installed the Marcel Breuer
House in its garden (1949), she has reflected, ‘It was an
education in the history of architecture and its future, and
it also helped me to develop my critical sense’.?”> In 1949
Johnson hired Arthur Drexler, architecture editor from
Interiors magazine, to be a curator, and Fiske took his

position at the magazine.

Deborah Allen was an associate editor at Interiors and Fiske
identified her as a likely collaborator. Allen believes her
interest in design, her opinionated nature, her taste and her
work ethic derived from a cultured family upbringing and some
interesting female role models. Her aunt was Ethel B. Power,
the editor of the home decorating magazine House Beautiful
1923-1934 and her aunt’s partner was the architect Eleanor
Raymond. Allen’s mother, Dwight Hutchinson, worked as a
copywriter at J Walter Thompson, and then as a freelance
writer for women'’s magazines. Allen’s childhood home in Boston
was filled with magazines about design and interiors and
designed objects her mother had brought back from trips to
Sweden. Like Fiske, Allen grew up around writing. She recalls
that her mother ‘criticized my writing very harshly. I think

that gave me a very good idea of what direction I should go

22 Jane Fiske, personal interview, 30 July, 2007.

203 Jane Thompson, Architecture Boston, Vol 9, No. 4 July/August 2006, p. 50.
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in’.?** While studying art history at Smith College, a liberal
arts college for women, Allen wrote for the college newspaper
and the writer Mary Ellen Chase, who was in residence at Smith
at the time, read her work and sought her out. ‘She said,
“don’t do anything that will teach you to be glib. Take your
writing seriously”, I liked that’, Allen recalls.’®”® After
graduating Allen worked for a short while at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art and married Oliver Allen, an editor at Life and

son of Frederick Lewis Allen, the editor of Harper’s.

In 1953, when Interiors publisher Whitney asked Fiske to edit
a new magazine for industrial designers, she asked that Allen
be her co-editor. The women were given a small budget and the
sole the mandate that the magazine should be as graphically
bold and handsome as Fortune magazine was at the time. ‘He

wanted flashy gate folds’, Fiske recalls.?®%®

Unfettered by any established or prescriptive viewpoint on
design, Fiske and Allen set out to build from scratch a
magazine for the industrial design profession informed by
their own educational backgrounds in the humanities, their
professional experience as journalists, and their domestic
responsibilities as wives and mothers. (These were not
insignificant — Fiske married four times and had two children,

while Allen had five children.)

The magazine’s business model was based on a mixture of
advertising and subscriptions, which rose from 5,910 in 1955
to around 10,000 by 1959.°°” Advertisements (mainly for
materials producers and fabrication services such as Arabol
Adhesives, Marco Polyester Resins, Chicopee Specialty Weaves,
Aluminum Extrusions, and Dupont, and a handful of furniture
companies like Knoll) were mostly grouped in the front-of-
book, with the editorial preface marking the start of the

208

feature well. As Ralph Caplan, who joined Industrial Design

204 peborah Allen, personal interview, 6 July, 2007.

205 Tbid.

26 Jane Fiske, personal interview, 30 July, 2007.

This growth is comparable to that of Design magazine in the UK, which grew
from 5,000 in 1952 to 12,740 by 1960.

2% surprisingly, the British grant-funded magazine had better success with
its advertising than the commercially driven US publication. Its

207
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as a writer in 1957 and was editor of the magazine 1960-1964,
remembers it, the publisher was disappointed with the
advertising revenue; he had mistakenly thought that industrial
designers specified furniture and materials, just as interior
designers did, and that he could sell advertising on the same
basis as he did at his other magazine, Interiors. Caplan
observed, ‘Although an industrial designer might specify that
a product be made of aluminum, he was not empowered to choose

Reynolds or Alcoa’.?"”

While the stated purpose of Industrial Design was to elevate
the standing of the designer in the realm of commerce, for
Allen and Fiske there was another goal, expressed through
their chosen subject matter and examples, and that was ‘to
connect designers to consumers and users — the applied life of

the product’.?"

Unlike Design magazine, however, where the
consumer was conceived of as rational and willing to be
educated by the editors’ superior taste and knowledge, Allen
and Fiske wrote for a consumer who also had irrational and
emotional concerns. Fiske recalls that, ‘we perceived things
that we needed that were not being answered by the designer.
We saw from a consumer'’s perspective the way a product works

or doesn’t work, or pleases or offends’.*"

In an editorial about taxi design, for example, they described
an industrial designer in their own terms, thus subtly guiding
their readership towards a similar view: ‘He’s not so much a
stylist — a man who slaps jumbo grilles and speedlines on
another fellow’s chassis — as a skilled and critical taxi
rider, professionally fitted to give a roadworthy chassis a

212

body worthy of human occupation’. Their choice of the terms

advertisements were mainly for materials too, such as Pirelli rubber,
Formica and the British Aluminium Co., but they also managed to attract
furniture companies like Hille, Knoll International, and Ercol, presumably
because they were not in competition with an interior design magazine as
Industrial Design was, but also judging by the Design magazine memos and
correspondence of the 1970s Design had a comparatively fierce sales staff.
2% Ralph Caplan, ‘I.D. Magazine, 1954-2009’, Voice, AIGA website (January 5,
2010): http://www.aiga.org/i-d-magazine-1954-2009/, [accessed 17, September
2012] (para. 4).

2 Jane Thompson, Architecture Boston, Vol 9, No. 4 July/August 2006, p. 50.
Jane Fiske, personal interview, 30 July, 2007.

Jane Fiske and Deborah Allen, ‘The Trouble with Taxis'’, Industrial Design,
February 1954, p. 11.

211
212
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‘taxi-rider’ and ‘human occupation’ were key to their own
guiding principles as critics: designers should be bodily
familiar with the use of the things they are designing and

concerned for the physical and emotional well-being of other

users. (See Illustration 12)

Illustration 12. ‘The Trouble with Taxis’ editorial statement by Jane
Fiske and Deborah Allen in first issue of Industrial Design magazine,
February 1954.

The articles addressed a wide range of subjects, from
bathrooms and plastics to tractors and design planning, and
were characterized by deep research, clear exposition of
complex technical issues, and extensive annotation. In
addition to the staple fare of a design magazine, such as
product reviews and issue-based essays, Allen and Fiske
introduced a wide array of unfamiliar article formats,
including historical surveys of product types, cartoon
interludes, photographic portfolios, book extracts, profiles
of designers, and elaborate graphic devices such as timelines

and charts. Allen had initiated such approaches while still at
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Interiors magazine. For her report of a 1950 MoMA panel
discussion about the aesthetics of car design, Allen
integrated condensed extracts of the panellists arguments (not
omitting their jokey quips) with images of the cars being
discussed and diagrams of their components, adorned with
pointing hand symbols and hand-drawn arrows. Her piece
conveyed the dynamic nature of a live conversation and the
voiced opinions of the participants far more directly than a

linear report.®"

Allen continued to develop her visual article
formats at Industrial Design. ‘What’s So Special About
Plastics’, for example, was laid out as a series of extended
picture captions on spreads edged with binder file markings,
suggesting its practical use in the design studio. (See
Illustrations 13 and 14) In 1958 the designer Walter Dorwin
Teague wrote in to congratulate the magazine for an article
titled ‘Is This Change Necessary?’ by Richard Latham,
indicating one of the ways the magazine was used in a design
studio: ‘I have asked all our partners here to read Latham’s
article — exceptionally well written by the way — and I shall
read it again myself and keep it at hand for ready

reference’ .?"

213 peborah Allen, ‘The Body Beautiful: A Museum Asks 7 Men to Eye
Automobiles’, Interiors, May 1950, pp. 112-116.

Y Walter Dorwin Teague, Letter to the Editors, Industrial Design, April
1958, p. 8.
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Illustration 13. Article about plastics in Industrial Design,
February 1954, showing printed binder markings.

at last—a flatter ollipse

E
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Illustration 14. Industrial Design often included handy tools for use

in the design studio, such as this set of ellipses.
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Other readers’ letters commended the magazine’s range of
formats. Raymond Loewy, probably the best-known designer in
the US at the time, applauded the editors for ‘the variety of
methods you are employing to report design activities — as
projects, as individual case histories, as analyses of an

office’s operating techniques, and as aesthetic critiques’.?"

One of Fiske’s primary concerns was the clear explication of
complex ideas and technical processes through visual
storytelling. The narrative of an article often continued into
the image captions; manufacturing processes were broken down
into digestible steps illustrated with cartoons; photographs
of cars were silhouetted, cropped to highlight features and
grouped for comparison. (See Illustration 15) Of the other
design magazines of the period Fiske recalls, ‘There was no
sense of energy, no attempt to convey ideas through the way

2% Fiske

you place things on a page, or how you use the type’.
and Allen were unhappy with the art director of the first few
issues, the acclaimed graphic designer Alvin Lustig,
complaining that he was ‘too stiff’ and resistant to a
conception of page layouts as news-driven, visually animated,
and busy compositions. ‘We wanted scale, changes of scale, big

type, and a newsiness’, said Fiske.?"

215

18.

216

Raymond Loewy, Letter to the Editors, Industrial Design, April 1954, p.

Jane Fiske, personal interview, 30 July, 2007.
27 1bid.
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WHO SELECTS THE STREET FURNITURE FOR FIFTH AVENUET

L AGEncEs

Illustration 15. Examples of pages from Industrial Design magazine
showing its editors preferance for explanatory diagrams and step-by-
step breakdowns of design and manufacturing processes.

Portrait photographs and short, familiarly written biographies
were used to identify contributors. Nelson’s design
consultancy was described as having ‘an uncheckable tendency
towards expansion’, and contributors John W. Freeman and
Alexandre Georges were characterized as ‘looking as
apprehensive as a couple of dicks’. Such language signalled
the magazine’s editors’ informal authority — their insider

knowledge of their contributors beyond the bland facts of
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their official résumés. In the first issue, a series of
cartoons by the illustrator Robert Osborn and Thomas B. Hess,
editor of Art News and an exponent of biography-based
criticism, satirized the stereotypes and pretensions of such

résumés in portraits and fake biographies of Will C. Werk, Asa

U Waite, Cozz McFields, and Rram de ‘Vhwh.’'® (See Illustration

16)

Illustration 16. Spread of satirical cartoons by Robert Osborn and
Thomas B. Hess in Industrial Design, February, 1954.

‘Dear Sirs’: the significance of gender

The fact that the editors of a magazine catering to an almost
wholly male readership of designers, engineers, and executives
were women highlighted some of the gender polarization in the
design industry and in society at large in the 1950s. Letters
to the editors were addressed ‘Dear Sirs;’ the magazine’s
female writers were rarely mentioned in the list of

contributors; not a single woman designer was profiled at

2% Robert Osborn and Thomas B. Hess, ‘Who’s Who in Distinguished Design’,

Industrial Design, February 1954, pp. 68-71.
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least in the first decade of the magazine; and in 1957 Fiske
noted that 80 percent of her appointments and interviews in
the previous six months had been with men (See Illustration
17).%"” One of the most pronounced examples of the gender
divide, against which Fiske and Allen’s roles appeared in
stark relief, was in a report of the American Society of
Industrial Designers’ fourteenth annual conference, which
‘ended with a luncheon panel of designers’ wives, each with

her own idea of how and why to be one’.?**°

”
’
'
'..
P,
4
L

Illustration 17. Portrait of Jane Fiske, published in Charm, November
1957, to accompany her article ‘Working in a Man’s World’'.

Fiske and Allen brought a feminine perspective to bear on

their subject matter, not in a politicized manner, but through

219 schecking through my appointment calendar for the past six months, for

instance, I estimate that about 80 percent of my appointments, interviews,
and luncheon dates have been with men’. Jane Fiske, ‘Working in a Man’s
World’, Charm, November 1957, p. 87.

220 Report on ASID’s 14" annual conference, Industrial Design, June 1959, p.
60.
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what Fiske terms ‘an experienced and educated female
instinct’.?*’ She said, ‘Women can look at a sharp object and
know immediately that someone will get hurt with it. Men will

never see it that way’.?*

This maternal sense of danger was a
recurring trope in the pages of Industrial Design. In her car
reviews Allen would point out ‘the sharp edge’ of the
overhanging cowl of a Buick, which ‘looks as dangerous as the
knobs it is supposed to shield’, or car ashtrays which when
opened make the dashboard turn menacing since they are

‘frequently jagged edged and sticky’.?*

Fiske and Allen brought to traditionally masculine subject
matter, such as cars, power tools, tractors, DIY, and

plumbing, a point of view based on their domestic experience.®**
And they brought the domestic experience, direct from their
own homes and those of their friends, as subject matter into
the pages of the magazine. The idea of changing lifestyles in
the home, for example, became the focus of articles. ‘We knew
that the separation between the dining room and the kitchen

225 7o demonstrate a liberated

was breaking down’, said Fiske.
view of the home and family, they staged a photograph at some
architect friends’ apartment in Greenwich Village showing the

family eating a meal in the kitchen.

Fiske believed that she and Allen managed to ‘turn the female
perspective to natural advantage in interpreting design. Our
articles were informed not only with hard facts and real news,
but also with the insights and attitudes of designers’
ultimate customers — the female purchasers and users of
products. This editorial pluralism built a perspective that no
other design publication could offer to this special

26

audience’.’*® In an article titled ‘Working in a Man’s World’

she wrote for Charm magazine in 1957, Fiske (by then

221 Jane Fiske, personal interview, 30 July, 2007.

222 1bid.

223 peborah Allen, ‘The Driver’s View: Cars 56’, Industrial Design, August
1956, p. 138.

224 Articles about cars in Industrial Design were mostly written by women —
Fiske, Allen, and Ann Ferebee most notably.

225 Jane Fiske, personal interview, 30 July, 2007.

Jane Thompson, ‘Urbanist without Portfolio: Notes on a Career’ in Claire
Lorenz, Women in Architecture USA, (New York: Rizzoli, 1990).

226
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McCullough) tried to convince working women that their female
characteristics — ‘instinctual nurturing qualities’, attention
to detail, and insights from humble daily experience — were
actually assets in the businesses where they worked. While
such advice may seem conservative in an era of burgeoning
second-wave feminism, fuelled by the 1963 publication of Betty
Friedan’'s The Feminine Mystique, Fiske’s own robust career and
those of her female colleagues chart a more progressive path
(Ann Ferebee founded and directed the Institute for Urban
Design, and Ada Louise Huxtable became the first architecture
critic for The New York Times in 1963.) Even within such
careers, the spheres of home and work were not separate, but

inextricably entwined.?®"’

Fiske and Allen co-wrote much of the magazine'’s copy,
especially the editorial prefaces, and enjoyed a symbiotic
working relationship. Allen’s husband worked on weekends,
closing the book at Life on Saturday nights. Allen had to stay
home to look after the children, so the women would work at
her apartment. They wrote articles collaboratively rather like
playing a game of hangman, Fiske recalled. Fiske would write a
line and Allen the next, using an Olivetti typewriter. ‘And
we’'d write all the way through until we got something and then
probably one person would patch it up, and then the other
person would read it and patch it up some more. Our thinking

was always in parallel and going in the same direction’.??®

Magazine editing as criticism

In a 1958 article for the Journal of the American Association
of University Women, Fiske set out her credo on evaluating
industrial design. She dismissed the use of set standards,
which she termed ‘automatic evaluation:’ ‘The end result is a

code-book of styles; no one need bother to think for himself

227 Recent work on the history of women’s work has sought to dismantle the

metaphor of the ‘female sphere’, which had been used as a trope to
characterize unequal power relations between the sexes, demonstrating
instead, the fluidity of interchange between the household and the world.
See, for example, Linda K. Kerber, Toward an Intellectual History of Women:
Essays (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997).

228 Jane Fiske, personal interview, 30 July, 2007.
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as long as he has the rules firmly memorized’.?*

Her preferred
method was ‘creative evaluation’, which necessitates an
immersive understanding in order to ‘look at a thing and
understand not how it conforms to existing rules, but what new

rules it may be suggesting for the future’.?

Fiske believed that taste was a ‘smokescreen’ that prevented
one getting to the ‘deeper implications’ of design, a
‘substitute for evaluation, rather than a basis of
evaluation’. In her July 1957 editorial preface in Industrial
Design, ‘Taste, Travel and Temptations’, Fiske further
expanded her relativist position on assessing design:
‘[Design] can be judged ‘superior’ or ‘inferior’ only on its
own terms. I am aware that moralists do not enjoy this point
of view. It is hard not to rely on the crutch of our own
absolute Good and absolute Bad. Yet if one is serious about
judging design, the task, as in viewing all art, is to
overcome the temptation to judge its subject matter alone, or
its moral value, and to sense its vigor, its aptness, its

communication’.?"

Considering her training ground was The Museum of Modern Art,
it is perhaps surprising how pluralist Fiske'’s views were. In
1957, when asked in a questionnaire by the journal of the
British Society of Industrial Arts to comment on the merits of
British design, she suggested that British designers were too
preoccupied with adhering to accepted rules of taste. With the
work published on the pages of Design magazine as her
reference, she opined, ‘the [British] designer seems more
concerned with making things acceptable within an acknowledged
standard than with making something really rich, buoyant, or

inventive’ .?%?

229 Jane Fiske, Journal of the American Association of University Women,

October 1958, pp. 14-15.

20 1bid.

#1 Jane Fiske, ‘Taste, Travel and Temptations’, editorial preface, Industrial
Design, July 1957, p. 25. For the full interview, see SIA journal 53,
October/December 1956, pp. 13-19.

$2 1bid.
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Allen and Fiske conceived of the entire project of editing the
magazine as a form of criticism. Fiske devoted her April 1957
editorial preface to the topic of criticism, provoked by a
reader who had written in to say, ‘It is not the business of
the magazine to act as critic’. She observed, ‘The editorial

effort itself is a critical one’.?*

Fiske and Allen believed that self-knowledge, which takes hard
work, was essential to navigating the contemporary American
consumer landscape and to outwitting ‘would-be manipulators’.
In her review of Vance Packard’s book The Hidden Persuaders,

Fiske wrote,

Now there is no denying that Americans today are living out
their lives, and their needs, through material symbols: the
fins and portholes serve a deep-seated purpose in leading
consumers into new social realms — imagined or real. But
[Packard] reserves not one word of comment for the irrational
consumer, and the ambitions and insecurities that drive him
into the arms of businessmen. Is the condition the fault of
merchandisers? Or are the merchandisers, rather, a symptom that
people themselves might do well to examine.?**

Fiske and Allen were also attentive to the needs of consumers
of criticism, which included designers. In the 1957 ‘Critical
Horseplay’ editorial in which she addressed criticism as a

topic, Fiske suggested that a designer needs critics in order

to develop his own critical faculties:

It is here that a magazine edited for him — continually
studying his work and his problems — can be of some service. By
expressing considered opinions and evaluating our motives for
having them, the editors of Industrial Design hope to offer not
only the news that each reader needs, but one set of views to
help him form his opinions and examine his motives for doing
what he does.?’’

Reflecting on this generous impulse in criticism later in her

life, Fiske (now Thompson) said, ‘I think critical writing [..]

233 Tbid. p. 43.

3% Jane Fiske McCullough, review of The Hidden Persuaders, Books section,
Industrial Design, May 1957, p. 10.

3% Jane Fiske, ‘Critical Horseplay’, editorial preface, Industrial Design,
April 1957, p. 43.
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is about trying to explain something so that the other person

2% rFiske,

could have an opinion or evaluate it as well as you’.
Allen, and other writers, like the British critic Banham, did
this by making their critical process accessible and visible,
often taking readers through the process with them step by
step, with the intention of empowering readers to critique

design for themselves.

Deborah Allen’s ‘lush situation’

By the mid-1950s, the American automobile industry, based in
the Midwestern city of Detroit, had reached a plateau in
technological developments to offer consumers; in order to
compete for market share, the major companies, Ford, General
Motors, and Chrysler (or ‘the Big Three’, as they were
called), put their resources into applying styling to the body
shell of the car, focusing on details such as grilles, lights,
fenders, tail fins, and chrome trim and painted metal strips,
and into marketing these incremental style changes in their
new models, using the women’s fashion industry as inspiration.
By 1957, General Motors was offering seventy-five body styles
in 450 trim combinations.?”’ Towards the end of the decade the
automakers were bringing out new body shells every year, and
these excesses were attracting criticism of the auto industry

from all quarters.?**

In articles such as ‘The Safe Car You Can't Buy’, published in
The Nation in 1959, Ralph Nader drew attention to the safety
concerns and inconveniences (such as their inability to fit
into parking spaces) of the huge cars of the late 1950s.
Meanwhile Vance Packard sought to expose the unethical
business practices of automakers through their use of rapid

style changes to fuel consumers’ desire to own the latest

2% Jane Fiske, personal interview, 30 July, 2007.

7 C. Edson Armi, The Art of American Car Design: The Profession and

Personalities, (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1989), p.
50.
2% sFord’s promise of major styling changes every year gave pause to care
ment and laymen alike’, Deborah Allen, ‘Crisis Year for Cars’, Industrial

Design, 1958, p. 71.
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model.?*

In panel discussions at the Museum of Modern Art and
the International Design Conference at Aspen, and in articles
in the design press, the gaudily commercial nature of car
styling was targeted for its disregard of modernist values
such as efficiency, durability, and economy of form. In art
historian C. Edson Armi’s view, MoMA, which excluded modern
mass-produced American cars from its collection, ‘treated the
American car like an illegitimate child. After all, the
primary function of a car’s appearance was sales, and the
‘philosophy’ of its designers was likely to be a combination
of power, fantasy, raw sexuality, and newness for its own sake
— all basically abhorrent to the Bauhaus-oriented industrial

arts establishment’.?*°

MoMA's Director of Industrial Design,
Edgar Kaufmann Jr., had famously critiqued contemporary car
design and styling in the service of increased obsolescence in
his 1948 article ‘Borax or the Chromium Plated Calf’,

published in the Architectural Review.**

Industrial Design, by
contrast, conducted comprehensive car design reviews in
response to the automakers’ annual changes, and can be seen as
an emphatic example of the new type of criticism of popular,
mass-produced, standardized design with which this chapter is

concerned.

Deborah Allen, who covered the automobile industry for the
magazine until the late 1950s, fused pragmatic explication and
vivid imagery in her articles to create a hybrid form of
writing I have referred to as poetic prose. Allen is not well
known as a design critic. She came into the profession through
a series of chance encounters, rather than being driven by a
mission. For four years at Industrial Design she wrote a

series of razor-sharp analyses of car design, and then stopped

2% 41t is from Los Angeles that the most anguished cries are heard for the

rescue from the rubber-tired incubi. It is Los Angeles that sends its
officials to plead with the grand viziers of Detroit not to put longer fins
on the cars, not to widen the machines because there is just not room on the
streets or in the parking places. It is in Los Angeles that serious
officials say that the system is exhausting the elements necessary for human
life — land, air, and water’. Harrison E. Salisbury, The New York Times,
March 2, 1959, excerpted in Industrial Design, April 1959.

240 c. Edson Armi, The Art of American Car Design: The Profession and
Personalities, (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1989), p.
54.
%1 Edgar J. Kaufmann, ‘Borax or the Chromium Plated Calf’, Architectural
Review, August 1948, pp. 88-92.
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abruptly, due to the pressures of family life, never to be
heard from again in a design context. Her oeuvre is well worth
examination, however, since she reckoned with the design of
cars, the most visible and profitable manifestation of
American mass production, with a level of acuity and stylistic
flair unparalleled among design critics of her time, and

since.

Overall, Allen had little patience for the ‘expensive toys’

22 ghe lived in New York, used

she reviewed as a car critic.
public transport, and didn’t even like cars that much. ‘It was
hard to write about them because I thought they were
senseless’, she said of the exaggeratedly low-slung, long and
streamlined cars of the period.’*’ One review began, ‘In 1957,
as far as we can make out, the American cars are as expensive,
fuel-hungry, space-consuming, inconvenient, liable to damage,
and subject to speedy obsolescence as they have ever been’.***
Allen’s impatience with the stylistic flourishes of cars comes
through in other reviews. For example, of the 1958 Chevrolet,
she wrote: ‘The gull wing is as easy to identify and as
annoying in its relationship to the rest of the car as all of
GM's trademark tails’. And to Allen, the ‘arbitrary whiplash’
of the 1955 Buick Century’s ‘rear fender is the final straw
that makes one wonder what sense there is in any of these

curves'.

Her mind changed, however, one summer evening while riding
into New York from Westport in a friend’s 1955 Buick. ‘I saw
how he lived in his car and how he enjoyed it’, Allen recalls.
‘And I was so amazed that there could be some sense in this

car. It was a revelation’.?*

Back in the magazine’s midtown
office, Allen typed up a report on her Olivetti Lettera 22.

All the exhilarating motion of her recent ride was captured in

22 peborah Allen, ‘Cars 55’, Industrial Design, February 1955, p. 82.

23 peborah Allen, personal interview, 6 July, 2007.

‘Except for the limousines, the brand-new Lincoln is the longest car on the
road. At 229 inches, it is 4 inches longer than the last model, which also
broke existing length records’. Deborah Allen, ‘Cars 58’, Industrial Design,
February 1958, p. 73.

24 peborah Allen, ‘The dream cars come true again’, Design Review: Cars 1957,
Industrial Design, February 1957, p.103.

25 peborah Allen, personal interview, 6 July, 2007.
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a review that, unlike many of her others, seems to epitomize
the era’s most optimistic view of cars and all that they
promised in terms of mobility, modernity, and social progress.
The Buick, she wrote, ‘was not designed to sit on the ground
or even roll on the ground; it is perpetually floating on
currents that are conveniently built into the design’.
Elsewhere she referred to it as a ’‘slab on waves’
(demonstrating what she meant with accompanying diagrams).
Allen was sceptical of this illusion of weightlessness, since
the materials at the designers’ disposal were actually very
heavy. She observed that it was hard to believe in the
‘diaphanous’ pretence of the Buick’s heavy rear cantilever
when you witnessed the effect upon it of a bump in the road.
She wrote, ‘This attempt to achieve buoyancy with masses of
metal is bound to have the same awkward effect as the solid
wooden clouds of a Baroque baldacino..’” but went on to suggest
that the beholder should suspend disbelief as they would when
encountering solid wooden clouds on the underside of a canopy
of state in Baroque cathedral architecture, and ‘accept the
romantic notion that materials have no more weight than the

designer chooses to give them’. (See Illustration 18)

Allen’s analysis of the way in which the car’s styling
reinforced its dynamics combined both technical specificity

and lyricism:

The Buick'’s designers put the greatest weight over the wheels,
where the engine is, which is natural enough. The heavy bumper
helps to pull the weight forward; the dip in the body and the
chrome spear express how the thrust of the front wheels is
dissipated in turbulence toward the rear. Just behind the
strong shoulder of the car, a sturdy post lifts up the roof,
which trails off like a banner in the air. The driver sits in
the dead calm at the center of all this motion; hers is a lush
situation.?*®

26 peborah Allen, ‘Cars 55’, Industrial Design, February 1955, p. 89.
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Illustration 18. Page and detail from Deborah Allen’s review of 1995
cars, showing her poetic response to the 1955 Buick.

The depiction of a female driver in the last line of this
passage referred both to Allen’s personal experience of this
particular car, but also to the fact that most publicity shots
supplied by car manufacturers featured women driving their
cars. Manufacturers used women both to model the car and to
acknowledge that women were key decision-makers in the
purchase of family cars in the US; also, due to the post-war
demographic shift to the suburbs, increasing numbers of women
needed their own cars to perform household management tasks or

247

to get to work.

The lyricism of the closing phrase, ‘hers is a lush
situation’, is achieved through the self-consciously poetic
use of the third-person possessive pronoun, a set of
circumstances as the object, and the calculated misuse of the
word ‘lush’, an adjective more usually applied to vegetation.
The phrase also conjures a novel image of a 1950s American
woman, not trapped in the meaninglessness of her suburban
existence as Betty Friedan and others portrayed her, but

rather, calmly poised, in control of 5,000 pounds of metal,

%7 Margaret Walsh, ‘Gender and Automobility: Selling Cars to American Women
after the Second World War’, Journal of Macromarketing, March 2011 vol. 31
no. 1, pp. 57-72.
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and embodying all the potential for growth evoked by the term
‘lush’.

Industrial Design was run on a small budget. There was no
money for Allen to go to Detroit for first-hand reporting, so
she based her analyses on what she ‘saw on the road’ and
examination of the brochures the manufacturers sent her.?*® In
this way she made use of art historical techniques, such as
comparison and type analysis, that she would have studied at
Smith College and practiced briefly at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art. Indeed, in a 1955 essay titled ‘Vehicles of Desire’,
Reyner Banham referred to Allen’s ‘ability to write automobile
critique of almost Berensonian sensibility’.?*” Allen betrayed
her art historical bias in another review, of 1955’'s brightly
coloured cars. (See Illustration 19) She drew attention to the
replacement of sheet metal, which had previously been used to
convey speed, with that year’s use of paint to describe ‘the
more exaggerated effects of motion — a far more fitting medium

250

for such impressionism’. And in her appraisal of the 1955

Studebaker’s ‘rakish’ new body shape, she wrote in form-

appreciate terms, ‘It is a stylish, Italianate combination of

;251

slow compound curves and sharply contrasting angles.. In her

review of the 1958 new Lincoln, she revealed more of her art

historian’s eye:

American cars often look as if they were based on quick
sketches rather than a careful study of form. At Ford,
especially among the high-price cars, these sketches are
apparently in clay: on Lincoln’s side body, the sculptor’s tool
shows clearly in swift long lines, sharp edges, and concave
modeling. This breeziness is slightly out of place in expensive

28 peborah Allen, personal interview, 6 July, 2007.

249 Reyner Banham, ‘Vehicles of Desire’, Art, September 1, 1955, p. 4.
Banham is referring to the American financier and art historian Bernard
Berenson (1865—1959) who specialized in the Renaissance and whose
connoisseurial approach, codified in his essay ‘The Rudiments of
Connoisseurship (A Fragment)’, was highly influential in art history.
According to the art critic Robert Hughes, Berenson pursued a ‘scientific’
ideal of connoisseurship: ‘a system of discrimination based not on any
special power of argument, still less on the iconographical or social
meanings of art, but on meticulous observation of detail, sensitivity to
style, and exhaustive comparison based on a retentive visual memory’.
Robert Hughes, ‘Only in America’, The New York Review of Books, December 20,
1979, The New York Review of Books online archive,
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/1979/dec/20/only-in-america
[accessed 18 September 2012], (para 18).

1 peborah Allen, ‘Cars 55’, Industrial Design, February 1955, p. 82.
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hardgoods — with a little more time the sculptor would
certainly have smoothed out the kick of metal ahead of the
front wheel, the dust-catching ledge down the body, the extra
metal at the back window. Furthermore, this sophisticated side-
modeling conflicts with front and rear motifs that seem to be
borrowed from below: sloping light mounts and chromed ovals
recalling Edsel and Mercury and coy wings from the lowly
Ford.??

Additionally, her cropping of photographs of cars to highlight
certain features such as rears, bombs, posts, bulges, spears,
saddles, speed-lines, doors, bumpers, and her meticulous
assemblage of these images in pairs and typological groups
recalls the Wolfflinian technique of visual comparison so
fundamental to the art history slide show and represents a

. . . . . . . . 2
visual rhetorical technique unusual in design criticism.?’
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2 peborah Allen, ‘Crisis Year for Cars, Cars ’'58’, Industrial Design, p. 72.
3 Tim Benton has observed how Banham, too, used the Wo6lfflinian technique of
visual comparison: ‘For if Banham rejected parts of the high art history
lecture, he was a master of the very Wolfflinian technique of visual
comparison. We were all brought up in the tradition of the left and right
projector screens and the basic grammar of art historical comparison [..]
Selection and ‘play’ of images lies at the heart of this tradition and
constitutes part of the argument’. Tim Benton, ‘The Art of the Well-Tempered
Lecture: Reyner Banham and Le Corbusier’, The Banham Lectures: Essays on
Designing the Future, ed. by Jeremy Aynsley and Harriet Atkinson, with a
foreword by Mary Banham, (Oxford: Berg, 2009), pp. 11-32.
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Illustrations 19. Spreads from Deborah Allen’s car reviews showing
her use of typological analysis and visual comparison.

By 1957, companies advertising in Industrial Design were using
similar techniques. In the April 1957 issue an advertisement
for Rohm & Haas Plexiglas for example, eight cropped images of
tail fins from various cars were shown in a grid over a spread
with the tagline ‘What do they have in common?’?** And in the
same issue an advertisement for Enjay Butyl rubber displayed
all the rubber components of a car, just as Allen had done
with zinc die castings in her review of 1957 cars a month

earlier.?®

In addition to her appreciation of the car as image, however,
Allen’s analysis also demonstrated a concern with the
realities of its use. Her sensitivity to the ways in which
people inhabited cars, and to how industrial design was
experienced bodily, differentiated her writing from more
ocular-centric, connoisseurial art criticism. She often drew
attention to cars’ safety hazards — the protruding rockets on
the grilles, the sharp edges and knobs of the interior

dashboards, and the poor visibility of wrap-around windshields

%% Rohm & Haas advertisement, Industrial Design, April 1957, pp. 30-31.

#° Enjay Butyl advertisement, Industrial Design, April 1957, p. 29.
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— and the cramped conditions of car interiors, especially the
third man spots over the drive shaft ‘hillocks’. Allen’s
discussion of use was not confined to ergonomics and
functionality, however. She also took into account the
phenomenological qualities of driving. In a section of her
1955 review, devoted to the positioning of the Plymouth’s
posts (the vertical structural elements that support the roof
of a car), she concluded, ‘At GM a post isn’t a post, it is a
design on your emotions, and if it defies purist logic, it
nonetheless succeeds in its real aim, which is purely
psychological’. And of the 1955 Buick, she wrote, ‘But when
the driver gets into the car’, ‘something else begins to
operate. In the Buick she is couched at just the right point
among the flattering curves, and her distance from the
windshield gives her an air of command that may do more for

her driving than a clear view of the road’.”®

In a special
feature titled ‘Cars '56: The Driver'’s View’, she led with a
picture of a steering wheel and dashboard in which three
disembodied white-gloved hands manipulated the car’s
‘appalling number of gauges, controls, and push-button
devices’, which included record players, air conditioning,
ashtrays, antenna, and convertible top controls. (See
Illustration 20) The article made typological comparisons
between features like speedometers and crash features, using
cropped photographs gathered in tight juxtapositions and a
listed taxonomy of all the ‘Watch’ and ‘Work’ functions of the

car. In her introduction she opined:

Yet logic and legibility are only one part of dashboard design.
A second challenge — and often it seems the major one — is
psychological. As a nerve center of the car, the dashboard
explains and advertises its performance and builds up the
pleasure and excitement of driving. Like most psychological
problems, this one is complex: the car must generally look
powerful and heavy yet fast and maneuverable, loaded with
conveniences yet simple to master, safe yet daring, lush yet
sporty.?®’

¢ peborah Allen, ‘Cars ‘55,’ Industrial Design, February 1955, p. 82.
7 peborah Allen, ‘Cars ’'56: The Driver’s View’ Industrial Design, August
1956, p. 134.
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Illustration 20. Spread from Deborah Allen’s article about 1956 car
models showing aspects of the cars from the driver'’s perspective.

Furthermore, Allen’s writing shows that she also understood
the interrelated economic processes of manufacture, retail,
and distribution. She tracked sales figures and made
predictions about a model’s commercial success. She explained
technical aspects of car production with clarity and
precision, using diagrams to supplement her written
description. In her review of the 1958 Chevrolet, for example,
she wrote, ‘To achieve the lowness of its competitors, Chevvy
uses a new frame that seems to provide good interior space [..]
Rather than a box frame or an x-frame, this is an ‘hour-glass’
frame that concentrates structure at the driveshaft, where
there is a hump anyhow. In place of the heavy side rails that
brace the usual x-frame, Chevvy has light rails attached to

the body rather than to the frame’.*®

Allen’s writing was informed by art historical study and
literary flair, tempered by lived experience and technical
knowledge, and applied to human interaction with cars as well

as the mechanics of their economic exchange. Allen was, as she

8 peborah Allen, ‘Crisis Year for Cars, Cars ’'58’, Industrial Design,
February 1958, p. 74.
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put it, deeply interested in car design, not on moral grounds
— ‘we can’'t say this is wrong, any more than Eve was wrong’' —
but simply because cars were ‘the most unavoidable, costly,
and popular example of industrial design on the American
market, and of all popular American products they are the most

aesthetic in concept and purpose’.?*’

Allen struggled to balance the pressures of running a large
family and maintaining an editorial career. She and her
husband had moved to Washington D.C., and she commuted to New
York for some time, taking a magazine’s worth of copy to edit
on the train, but finally bowed out in 1957, leaving the
editorship in Fiske’s hands (she would continue as a
consultant to the magazine for a few more years). Fiske
continued at the magazine as editor in chief until 1959, (when
she handed the editorship to Ralph Caplan) and as consultant
editor until 1964. Fiske went on to become a director of the
Kaufmann International Design Awards, develop research on the
history of the Bauhaus, join the board of directors of the
International Design Conference at Aspen, and chair three of
its conferences. She switched her focus to architecture when
she married the architect Ben Thompson and collaborated with
him on many projects including the concept planning of the
1976 renovation of Boston’s Faneuil Hall Marketplace, the
running of the restaurant Harvest, and the influential store

Design Research.

Fiske and Allen’s work from this period lived on in unexpected
ways. Allen’s phrase ‘hers is a lush situation’ attracted the
attention of Richard Hamilton and became the launch point and
title for a series of studies and a painting (1957-58) that
explored the relationship between the automobile and feminine
form. The lipstick-red mouth of a body-less driver hovers
above a diagrammatic inventory of Detroit styling features
including visored headlamps, chrome spears, tail fins, speed
markings, and a CinemaScope windshield, details which Hamilton

had gleaned from Allen’s work. Despite her own disillusionment

% peborah Allen, ‘The Dream Cars Come True Again’, Design Review: Cars’57,
Industrial Design, 1957, p. 103.
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with her subject matter and her rejection of the medium she
was so skilled in, Allen’s writing transcended, or at least
escaped, its genre and made a curious voyage across
continents, disciplines, and contexts to live on in the canons

of British, and international, art.

Reyner Banham, too, found in Allen’s writing inspiration for
his own appraisals of cars, and more generally for his desire
to develop a new mode of writing about the expendable, mass-
produced materiality of popular culture. In 1955, he declared
excitedly of Allen’s Buick review, ‘This is the stuff of which
the aesthetics of expendability will eventually be made’.?**° He
applauded Allen’s writing for its ability to channel the
vitality of the Detroit body-stylists themselves, to
approximate ‘the sense and dynamism of that extraordinary
continuum of emotional-engineering-by-public-consent which
enables the automobile industry to create vehicles of palpably
fulfilled desire’.?®’ Banham saw the body stylists of the
automobile industry, vilified by most other design writers
both in the US and the UK, as providing essential arbitration
between industry and the consumer. Such arbitration would
become a key reference point for Banham in developing his new
literary arsenal for dealing with pop culture, in his ‘attempt
to face up to Pop, as the basic cultural stream of mechanized

urban culture’.?®?

Although Banham did not learn to drive until 1966, preferring
the Moulton bicycle as a mode of transport through London’s
streets and regarding ‘auto-addicts’ as ‘an ugly mob’, he
found in cars subject matter that suited his knowledge of
engineering and appreciation of popular culture.’®® In the
1960s, during travels to the United States, and possibly
inspired by Allen’s writing, he began to appreciate the bodily

experience of driving, writing of negotiating Los Angeles

260 Reyner Banham, ‘Vehicles of Desire’, Art, September 1, 1955, p. 3.

261 1bid.

262 Reyner Banham, ‘The Atavism of the Short-Distance Mini-Cyclist’, Reyner
Banham: Design by Choice, ed. Penny Sparke (New York: Rizzoli, 1981), p. 88.
Originally published in Living Arts 3, 1964, pp. 91-97.

263 Reyner Banham, ‘Unlovable at any speed’, The Architects’ Journal 144, 21
December 1966, pp. 1527-1529.
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freeways in ecstatic terms: ‘To drive over those ramps in a
high sweeping 60-mile-an-hour trajectory and plunge down to
ground level again is a spatial experience of a sort one does
not normally associate with monuments of engineering — the

nearest thing to flight on four wheels I know’.?*

PART THREE: DEVELOPING AN AESTHETICS OF EXPENDABILITY,
BANHAM’'S CRITICAL WRITING, 1955-1961

In the late 1950s and early 1960s Reyner Banham was
preoccupied with formulating a new type of critical writing
equipped to reckon with popular, mass-produced, expendable
product design. Banham believed that the modes and values of
design criticism as it had been conducted were distilled from
the precepts of Modernist architecture, and thus were out of
date and insufficient for any convincing appraisal of the
contemporary situation. A different kind of criticism was
necessary for assessing the products of a throwaway economy.
Such criticism would require new diction, metaphors, syntax,
methods, purpose, values, and readerships. It also required a
sensitivity to the products under consideration, and an
empathy with the concerns of their consumers. In a 1963
article he introduced the term ‘Vidiot’, which he
characterized as someone ‘trained to extract every subtlety,
marginal meaning, overtone or technical nicety from any of the
mass media’, and thus in this term he conflated himself as

critic with the knowing consumer he represented.?®

Banham advanced his argument in several articles of the period
by tracing the historical lineage of industrial design
criticism, critiquing contemporaneous writing and the
influence of design institutions, and by experimenting himself

with the nascent form. Assembled together, these fragments of

264 Reyner Banham, ‘Roadscape with Rusting Rails’, The Listener 80, 29 August

1968, pp. 267-268.
265 Reyner Banham, ‘Who is this Pop?’, Motif, Winter, 1962/63, p.5.
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various articles constitute Banham’s statement of practice as

a design critic.

Goods and ‘goodies’: Banham’s subject matter?®®*

Banham identified his subject matter as the kinds of new,
cheap, mass-produced, often “flashy and vulgar” products that
figured in peoples’ lives. These were the things found in high
street stores, such as transistor radios, cameras, and Coke
cans. He also examined what he later termed as ‘Goodies’, the
tangible ingredients, the material culture and the ‘loot’ of
Pop. These were not readily available goods, but rather
esoteric examples of popular culture, as identified by pop
artists, like the ‘genuine Brand-X cigarettes, Japanese
wrestling magazines, foreign paper-backs from Krogh and
Brentano’s’, or John McHale’s trunk full of American magazines
that provided the material for Banham and Hamilton'’s studies

of American white goods and cars.?®’

By training his gaze on
popular goods and the manifestations of popular culture, he
made a political statement that countered the work of design
critics to date, who usually excluded this material using
criteria of restrained aesthetics and durability as their
filter. Banham was also indulging a personal affection for
such things. Banham was raised in Norwich in the eastern
British county of Norfolk, the son of a gas engineer. He
trained in aeromechanical engineering at Bristol Technical
College, focusing on management training, and then worked at
Bristol Airplane Company as an engine-fitter. After the war he
returned to Norwich, where he wrote reviews of art exhibitions
for local newspapers such as The Eastern Evening News and the
Eastern Daily Press and enrolled in an adult education art
history course taught by Helen Lowenthal. With Lowenthal'’s

assistance, and after learning German (the language required

26¢ T1bid. p.10.

267 John McHale had spent a year as a visiting student at Yale University and
returned to London with a collection of American magazines such as Life,
Look, and Esquire, and other ephemera. ‘Goodies’ could also refer to Peter
Blake'’s ‘kit of images’, which was an insert in Ark 32, 1962, or the ‘Living
City Survival Kit’ compiled in 1962 by Archigram, a team of experimental
architects.
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for entry) he was admitted to the Courtauld Institute in
London to study architectural history. While a student, he
attended the Independent Group meetings at the ICA as an
organizing member and recorder. When he earned his BA in 1952
he began to study with Nikolaus Pevsner, working on a PhD,
which he published as Theory and Design in the First Machine
Age in 1960. In 1952 Banham joined the staff of the

Architectural Review as a part-time literary editor.

Through discussions at the Independent Group in the early
1950s Banham realized that his working class, provincial
upbringing — a disadvantage at the Courtauld Institute and in
art history more generally — was, in the pluralist atmosphere
of pop, actually an asset to be leveraged. The usual
trajectory for a Courtauld graduate, according to Mary Banham,
was to go and work in a provincial gallery or museum, with a
view to returning to London after a few years. She believes
Anthony Blunt, the director of the Courtauld, and Pevsner
helped him to circumvent this route, because Banham was
already an accomplished journalist and didn’t want to return
to the provinces, but mainly, she suspects, because ‘he was

268 Banham became

not a gentleman and said what he thought’.
increasingly comfortable with the fact of his working class
background, using it to his advantage, and in 1964 claimed

that, ‘it gives me a right to talk about certain subjects’.?®

As others had caught on to pop culture as subject matter,
Banham was keen to locate himself at the wellspring of Pop
ideas — someone who had ‘helped to create the mental climate
in which the Pop-art painters have been able to flourish’. He
reinforced his working-class roots and those of most of the
Independent Group members who he said were all brought up ‘in

the Pop belt somewhere’, all knowing consumers of American

268 Mary Banham, personal interview, 26 February, 2007.

Reyner Banham, ‘The Atavism of the Short-Distance Mini-Cyclist’, in Reyner
Banham: Design by Choice, ed. Penny Sparke (New York: Rizzoli, 1981), p. 84.
Originally published in Living Arts 3, 1964, pp. 91-97.

For a fuller account of Banham’s cultural background and ideals in relation
to class, see Nigel Whiteley, Reyner Banham: Historian of the Immediate
Future, (Boston, MA: MIT Press, 2002), pp.378-382.
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films and magazines in an inevitable rather than a studied
way. In this first-person autobiographical passage he attempts

to demonstrate a claim to the practice of knowing consumption:

I have a crystal clear memory of myself, aged sixteen, reading
a copy of Fantastic Stories while waiting to go on in the
school play, which was Fielding’s Tom Thumb the Great, and
deriving equal relish from the recherché literature I should
shortly be performing and the equally far out pulp in my hand.
We returned to Pop in the early fifties like Behans going to
Dublin or Thomases to Llaregub, back to our native literature,
our native arts.?”°

In the mid- to late-1950s, when British design criticism
tended to be enfolded in the proselytizing missions of design
institutions such as the CoID, Banham worked independently as
a freelance writer for various publications and was free to
explore different topics, stances, and writing styles. He
gradually began to expand his subject matter beyond
architecture and art, and to embrace more quotidian aspects of
material culture. In 1955 he wrote his first piece for Design
magazine ‘A Rejoinder.’?’’ In 1956 he wrote about industrial
design and “the common user” for The Listener, and with his
“Not Quite Architecture” column for the Architects’ Journal,
begun in 1957, and his New Statesman column on architecture,
technology and design, begun in 1958, he experimented with
broadening his field to include reviews of science fiction and
blockbuster films, and industrial design or the themes that
framed it, such as the retreat of the Italian influence in
British society. By the mid-1960s, with a weekly ‘Design and
Society’ column at New Society, he was knee-deep in popular
culture as subject matter, devoting columns to the British
potato crisp, bank notes, sunglasses as fashion accessories,
Californian surfboards, paperback book covers, the decoration
of ice cream trucks, Carnaby Street, and commercial signage.
But in the mid-late 1950s period he was still finding his

footing in this territory.

27 Reyner Banham, ‘Who is this Pop?’, Motif, Winter, 1962/63, p.13.
?7! Reyner Banham, ‘A Space for Decoration: A Rejoinder,’ Design 19, July,
1955, pp. 24-25.
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‘Many, because orchids’: Banham’s critical values?’?

The new subject matter that Banham had identified demanded a
corresponding shift in values that grated with the
establishment view of design. A critic of serially produced
popular product design would have to grasp the implications of
expendability, decoration, and manufacturing and marketing
processes. He would also have to have the ability to intuit
the desires of the knowing consumer and the worldview of the

designer.

Banham claimed that the aesthetics of Pop are dependent upon
‘a massive initial impact and small sustaining power’, how
consumer goods are designed to be expendable like an ice-lolly
or a daily newspaper: “The addition of the word expendable to
the vocabulary of criticism was essential before Pop art could
be faced honestly, since this is the first quality of an

object to be consumed.?®”

Banham dismissed what he saw as a century of thinking about
designed products informed by ‘a mystique of form and function
under the dominance of architecture’, and misled by a confused
idolization of simplicity and standardization. Inspired by
automobile designer Jean Gregoire’s observation that the
European Bugatti engine, so careful to conceal its wiring and
accessories, was in fact less beautiful than American engines
where the manifolds are clearly seen and easy to access for
repair purposes, Banham compared a Bugatti engine with a Buick
V-8. He wrote, ‘The Bugatti, as Gregoire noted, conceals many
components and presents an almost two-dimensional picture to
the eye, while the Buick flaunts as many accessories as
possible in a rich three-dimensional composition, countering
Bugatti’s fine art reticence with a wild rhetoric of power’.?"
Summarizing the appeal of the Buick, he enumerated the
following qualities: glitter, bulk, three-dimensionality,
deliberate exposure of technical means, ability to signify

power, and immediate impact. To Banham, these qualities

272

61.

273 Reyner Banham, ‘Who is this Pop?’, Motif, Winter, 1962/63, p.S.

27 Reyner Banham, ‘A Throw-away Esthetic’, Industrial Design, March 1960, pp.
64.

Reyner Banham, ‘A Throw-away Esthetic’, Industrial Design, March 1960, p.



125

represented the antithesis of fine art values and fulfilled
instead the literary critic Leslie Fiedler’s definition of Pop
Art articulated in an essay on comic books in Encounter, which
Banham appreciated.?’” Banham quoted Fiedler, who had written
that although contemporary popular culture differs from folk
art, in ‘its refusal to be shabby or second rate in
appearance, its refusal to know its place’, it is not designed

to ‘be treasured, but to be thrown away’.?’*

Banham proposed
that thinking about design should be relocated to a more

appropriate home in the popular arts.

In his 1955 article ‘Vehicles of Desire’ Banham bemoaned the
fact that Platonic ideals of permanence more befitting
architecture were still being used to measure value in
industrial design, saying, ‘We are still making do with Plato
because in aesthetics, as in most other things, we still have
no formulated intellectual attitudes for living in a throwaway

economy ’ . %"’

He continued, ‘We eagerly consume noisy
ephemeridae, here with a bang today, gone with a whimper
tomorrow — movies, beach-wear, pulp magazines, this morning’s
headlines and tomorrow’s TV programmes — yet we insist on
aesthetic and moral standards hitched to permanency,

durability and perennity’.?”®

In ‘Design by Choice’, published in July 1961 in Architectural
Review, Banham surveyed the landmarks and influences that he
felt had shaped industrial design criticism of the past
decade. The six-page article was laid out in an alphabetical
chronicle of 27 topics, each described in a paragraph and
accompanied by thumbnail images running down the wide margins
of the page layout, functioning as a glossary for terms

mentioned in the main text.?”

In the essay Banham reviewed the previous decade of thinking

about industrial design and charted the shifts in attitudes

27> Leslie Fiedler, ‘The Middle Against Both Ends’, Encounter, August 1955,

pp. 16-23.

276 Ibid.

277 Reyner Banham, ‘Vehicles of Desire’, Art, September 1, 1955, p. 3.

278 Tbid.

?’ Reyner Banham, ‘Design by Choice’, Architectural Review, July 1961, pp.44-
48.
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toward, and methods for, evaluating industrial design that had
taken place. Since he was writing for an audience of
architects, he focused on ‘the position of the architect in
these changed circumstances’. ‘New men and the new concepts’,
he wrote, had replaced the architects and the architecture-
focused discourse that previously directed the conversation,
claiming that, ‘the foundation stone of the previous
intellectual structure of Design Theory has crumbled — there
is no longer universal acceptance of architecture as the

universal analogy of design’.?*

In his introductory paragraph Banham considered the marked
difference between design criticism written at the beginning
of the decade — ‘the apparent calm and certainty with which
judgment was passed on individual products, a situation
bespeaking settled and widely-held standards’ — and the
situation in 1961, when ‘different sections of ‘informed
opinion’ (who were allies and firm friends ten years ago) not
only differ in their judgments on individual products, but

differ even more fundamentally on methods of criticism’.?*

In Banham’s view, neither the subject matter of industrial
design (quality, performance, and style) nor its basic
‘problem’ had changed — ‘it is still a problem of affluent
democracy, where the purchasing power of the masses is in
conflict with the preferences of the élite’. What had changed
were the ways in which industrial design was approached — the

‘judgments’ and the ‘methods of criticism’.

Banham thought that while the Modern Movement held sway in the
early twentieth century architects such as Voysey, Lethaby,
Muthesius, Gropius, Wright and Le Corbusier, and writers
influenced by them such as Edgar Kaufmann and Herbert Read,
directed the production and discussion of industrial design.
By 1961, however, Banham noted that architects had
relinquished control of the discussion to ‘theorists and

critics from practically any other field under the sun:’

280 Tbid. p.44.
%! Tbid. p. 43.
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The new men in the USA, for instance, are typically liberal
sociologists like David Reisman or Eric Larrabee; in Germany,
the new men at Ulm are mathematicians, like Horst Rittel, or
experimental psychologists like Mervyn Perrine; in Britain they
tend to come from an industrial design background, like Peter
Sharp, John Chris Jones, or Bruce Archer, or from the Pop Art
polemics at the ICA like Richard Hamilton. In most Western
countries, the appearance of consumer-defence organizations has
added yet another voice, though no very positive philosophy.?®?

In these newly configured circumstances, opinion on industrial
design was fractured and eclectic, and served the ideological
purposes of each commentator. Banham saw an opening amid such
pluralism for architecture to re-establish its contribution,
albeit on more modest and less moralistic terms. He thought
that it might make ‘operational sense’ if architects renewed
their concentration, not on ‘the whole human environment’, as
they had done previously, but on ‘objects in or near
buildings’, specifically, things like ‘automobiles, lamp-

posts, refrigerators and crockery’.?®

Rather than attempting to
design such things themselves, an activity they would find
incompatible with their ingrained notions of durability, they
should instead ‘exercise creative choice’, and like Le
Corbusier in his Pavillon de 1l’Espirit Nouveau, should specify
appurtenances selected from manufacturers’ catalogues. As
such, and by way of contract furnishing, architects were
actually powerful consumers, and by extension, critics:
‘Simply by the exercise of their market influence, architects
may find they are in a position to kill a poor design,
encourage a new one, and embolden a manufacturer to tool up

8 Tn the numerous instances where an

for a new product’.’
architect cannot control the ways in which ‘an ordinary
domestic occupier’ will furnish their home, Banham suggested
that the architect take on the role not of a theatrical
director, but of a producer of a play, ‘handling a mixed cast
of metropolitan professionals and local talent’. In this
extended analogy, he compared a homeowner'’s input as ‘ad-

libbing and playing off the cuff’, and the living room as a

282 Tbid. p. 44.
23 1bid.
%8 Tbid. p. 46.
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‘stage’, and argued that an architect well-informed about the
visual fascination of tape recorders and coffee percolators
should be able to gauge how the homeowner might position them

285 The trend toward miniaturization of

on their stage set.
products would not, Banham thought, make them more invisible,
but rather their technical novelty would ‘demand attention
with a hard, gem-like insistence, and focus attention as
surely as the red button on which our atomic fate depends’.?***
He concluded that while the architect could no longer claim to
be the absolute master of the visual environment, his
responsibilities in a smaller zone of influence were actually

increased.

Banham showed the architect readership that they needed to
understand product design in emotional terms, and that they
would need a guide in such unfamiliar territory. By inserting
numerous hints of his knowledge and ability to translate
jargon terms such as ‘Detroitniks’ and ‘hidden persuaders’,
Banham prepared the way for his own role as indispensible

teacher.

Banham’s alphabetical chronicle of ‘landmarks and influences’
between 1951 and 1961 included his personal and critical takes
on a spectrum of topics, most of which he had devoted full-
length articles to elsewhere. The list included: the
International Design Conference at Aspen’s displacement of the
Triennale as ‘a world centre of opinion and debate;’ Consumer
Research, and the way in which ‘the formal recognition of a
specific consumer viewpoint in relation to industrial design’
had emerged as ‘one of the more important new factors’;
Detroit as a ‘symbol for the War of the Generations;’
Magazines such as Design, notable for Michael Farr’s
editorship, and the way in which it propagated the ‘science of
ergonomics’, and Industrial Design, ‘the most professional of
design magazines’ under Jane Fiske McCullough; Motivation

Research, a ‘rather dubious science’, most suspect from the

8> Banham’s use of this extended theatrical metaphor may have been drawn from

his experience working as stagehand at the Maddermarket Theatre in Norwich
in the late 1940s.
8¢ Reyner Banham, ‘Design by Choice’, Architectural Review, July 1961, p. 47.
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designer’s point of view as a ‘restriction on his freedom to
design;’ Packaging which enabled ‘the latest and most
sophisticated types of design into domestic environment’ via
frozen foods, LP records, and paperback books; Pop Art and its
claim that ‘there was no such thing as good and bad taste, but
that each stratum of society had its own characteristic taste
and style of design — a proposition which clearly undermines
the argument on which nearly all previous writing about taste
in design has been based;’ Television as the main stimulus of
the ‘great increase in popular sophistication about all visual
matters, including design;’ and the Hochschule fiir Gestaltung
at Ulm, the ‘cool training ground for the technocratic

elite’.??

Selling the consumer to capital: Banham’s role as design
critic

Banham outlined a new and commercially focused role for the
product critic, as partner of the designer, which is ‘not to
disdain what sells’ but to help industry determine ‘what will
sell’. Part of this role involved selling not just the product

to the consumer, but also the consumer to capital. He wrote:

Both designer and critic must be in close touch with the
dynamics of mass-communication. The critic, especially, must
have the ability to sell the public to the manufacturer, the
courage to speak out in the face of academic hostility, the
knowledge to decide where, when and to what extent the
standards of the popular arts are preferable to those of the
fine arts. He must project the future dreams and desires of
people as one who speaks from within their ranks. It is only
thus that he can participate in the extraordinary adventure of
mass-production.?®®

By urging critics to get closer to the design industry and to
participate more actively in its manipulation of popular

desire, Banham took a contrary stance, one that identified

87 Reyner Banham, margins, ‘Design by Choice’, Architectural Review, July

1961, pp. 44-48.
28 Reyner Banham, ‘A Throw-away Esthetic’, Industrial Design, March 1960, pp.
65.
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“academic hostility” as the primary impediment to progress,

rather than manufacturers or designers.

Tomds Maldonado, who became director of the Hochschule fiir
Gestaltung Ulm in Germany in 1956, invited Banham to visit the
school in March 1959. Banham delivered two lectures, ‘The
Influence of Expendability on Product Design’ and ‘Democratic
Taste’, which were afterwards ‘heatedly discussed.’'?®” In fact,
it is hard to picture a setting more antithetical for the
Banham to present his thesis on the virtues of ephemerality
and the idiosyncrasies of public taste. Ulm’s pedagogical
philosophy under Maldonado, was highly scientific and
technological, and underpinned by functionalism. Maldonado
critiqued Banham’s article in a 1959 piece for Stile
Industria.®®® Maldonado, in line with Frankfurt School
arguments, drew attention to what he saw as Banham’s mistaken
assumption that Detroit car styling was an expression of the
people, when in fact it was a calculating marketing exercise
designed cynically by large corporations. He wrote, ‘I am not
much convinced that the aerodynamic fantasies of Vice
Presidents of Styling have much in common with the artistic

needs of the man in the street’.?!

Maldonado, an anti-capitalist design theorist committed to a
rational approach to design, saw Banham’s argument as
fundamentally flawed. Banham’s point, however, was that to
truly understand industrial design as a critic, one needed to
get close to the sources both of manufacture and consumption,
to report from the ground, rather than to philosophize from a
distance. What does appear contradictory in Banham’s argument
is his requirement that a critic of popular product design
should be an ally of the designer and to help serve the
industrial complex consumers on platters, while also

representing the emotional desires of the knowing consumer.

% pylm 5, Quarterly bulletin of the Hochschule fiir Gestaltung, July 1959,
p.-79.

2 Tomas Maldonado, ‘New Perspectives on Industrial Design Education’, Stile
Industria 20, 1959, reprinted in Industrial Design, March 1960, pp. 89-92.
21 Tbid.
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Negotiating ‘the thick ripe stream of loaded symbols’:
Banham’s methods

Banham set out a method for critical analysis in the new
conditions of expendability, which would take into account a
product’s content, symbolism, and the popular culture it spoke
to. The proper criticism of popular product design depended,
he opined, on ‘an analysis of content’, ‘an appreciation of
superficial rather than abstract qualities’, and an ability to
see the product as ‘an interaction between the sources of the
symbols and the consumer’s understanding of them’.?’’ He
explained how a critic ‘must deal with the language of signs’.
Improved criticism was contingent upon, ‘the ability of design
critics to master the workings of the popular art vocabulary

which constitutes the aesthetics of expendability’.*”

Banham highlighted a sample of Deborah Allen’s writing about
cars in Industrial Design, discussed earlier in this chapter.
He regarded Allen as one of the few commentators equipped to
write about cars and ‘the thick ripe stream of loaded symbols’

with which stylists adorned them.?***

Seeking an alternative to
architecture with which to compare cars, Banham 1lit upon
comics, movies, and musicals as the nearest point of
reference, for these pop products bore ‘the same creative
thumb-prints — finish, fantasy, punch, professionalism,
swagger’'. Top body stylists, he argued, were looking in the
same direction. They used symbolic iconographies ‘drawn from
Science fiction movies, earth-moving equipment, supersonic
aircraft, racing cars, heraldry, and certain deep-seated
mental dispositions about the great outdoors and the kinship

between technology and sex’.*”’

Deploying such popular visual
references, the body stylists were able to mediate between
industry and the consumer, and ‘a means of saying something of

breathless, but unverbalisable, consequence to the live

292

65.

293

Reyner Banham, ‘A Throw-away Esthetic’, Industrial Design, March 1960, p.

Reyner Banham, ‘Space for Decoration, A Rejoinder’, Design, July 1955,
p.24.

¢ Reyner Banham, ‘Vehicles of Desire’, Art, 1, September 1955, p. 4.

% Tbid. p. 5.
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culture of the Technological Century’.?’® It was this ability of
the Detroit body stylists, to conduct a ‘repertoire’ of
styling details, to ‘give tone and social connotation to the
body envelope’, and to connect to a ‘live culture’ that Banham
sought to capture and make ‘verbalisable’ through his own

writing.

‘Boeing along to Honolulu’: Banham'’s language®”’

Banham’s most significant and enduring contribution to a new
form of product design criticism is to be found in the
language and the new vocabulary he introduced to design
discourse. The project of using language to approximate the
contours of a pop sensibility was already underway in the
literary forays of authors such as Anthony Burgess, especially
in his novels Nothing Like the Sun and Clockwork Orange.

Literary critic John J. Stinson, observed that:

The art that Burgess gives us is, in fact, very much akin to
that of the Pop Artists of the graphic arts, chiefly in the
fact that the countless mundane objects he gives us come very
near themselves to being the subject matter, although also as
in the graphic arts, they are superinflated (in Burgess by a
bursting sort of neo-Jacobean language) so as to bring us to
new perceptual and ontological levels of awareness...”®

Burgess later observed that, “By extension of vocabulary, by
careful distortion of syntax, by exploitation of various
prosodic devices traditionally monopolized by poetry, surely
certain indefinite or complex areas of the mind can more
competently be rendered than in the style of, say, Irving

Stone or Wallace."?®

In non-fiction writing, too, American
writers such as Tom Wolfe and Gay Talese were exploring a new

immersive approach, saturated with technical detail, allusion,

296 T1bid.

7 Reyner Banham, ‘Who is this Pop?’, Motif, Winter, 1962/63, p. 3.

John J. Stinson, ‘Anthony Burgess: Novelist on the Margin,’ in Journal of
Popular Culture, Summer, 1973, pp. 136-51.

2 Anthony Burgess interviewed by John Cullinan, The Paris Review, Spring
1973, http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/3994/the-art-of-fiction-no-
48-anthony-burgess

298
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extensive passages of dialogue, and imagined scenarios, which

would later be dubbed by Wolfe himself as ‘New Journalism’.3%

Banham transplanted neologisms, the rhythm and diction of
contemporary vernacular dialogue, the language and brand names
of commercial culture, and poetic phrasing to the context of
design writing. Consider one of Banham’s sentences: ‘The New
Brutalists, pace-makers and phrase-makers of the Anti-Academic
line-up, having delivered a smart KO to the Land-Rover some
months back, have now followed it with a pop-eyed OK for the

131 T this dense sentence Banham

Cadillac convertible..
hyphenated words to make new ones (pace-setters, phrase-
makers, pop-eyed), emphasizing the condensed information-
packed impression of the sentence. He used the colloquial
abbreviations KO and OK in a pleasingly symmetrical and
palindromic shorthand for evoking his perception of a change
in taste (the British establishment as represented by the
sensible Land-Rover was given a ‘Knock Out’, while the
excesses of Detroit car styling symbolized by the Cadillac
were given approval). Through such playful linguistic devices
Banham began to work out a distinctive writerly voice capable

of engaging with the vitality of popular culture on its own

terms.

‘The woman on the bus’: Banham’s readers

Banham, who between 1958 and the late 1970s was writing weekly
columns, knew very well the pressures of writing to deadlines
and directly into the fast-flowing current of contemporary
culture. His articles about contemporary design can be seen as
expendable as the topics he was writing about. Reflecting on

the journalistic aspect of his oeuvre, he wrote:

3% Banham’s first piece for New Society on August 19, 1965, would be ‘Kandy

Kulture Kikerone’, a review of Tom Wolfe’s essay collection The Kandy-
Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux,
1965). The essay after which the book was titled first appeared in Esquire,
a magazine that Hamilton and Banham both read, in November 1963, as ‘There
Goes (Varoom! Varoom!) That Kandy-Kolored (Thphhhhhh!) Tangerine-Flake
Streamline Baby (Rahghhh!) Around the Bend (Brummmmmmmmmmmmmmm)..’ and is
regarded as the first product of the ‘New Journalism’ genre.

3! Reyner Banham, ‘Vehicles of Desire’, A Critic Writes: Essays by Reyner
Banham, eds. Mary Banham, Paul Barker, Sutherland Lyall, Cedric Price,
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), p. 3.



134

The splendour (and misery) of writing for dailies, weeklies, or
even monthlies, is that one can address current problems
currently, and leave posterity to wait for the hardbacks and
PhD dissertations to appear later [...] the splendour comes, if
at all, years and years later, when some flip, throw-away,
smarty-pants look-at-me paragraph will prove to distil the
essence of an epoch far better than subsequent scholarly
studies ever can.’>”

Banham’'s belief in expendability extended to the record of his
own work. He burnt all of his papers in 1976 before he moved
his family to Buffalo, New York. ‘He wasn’t interested in
posterity’, Mary Banham observed. She decided to save his
subsequent papers and those written since 1976 are collected

in the Getty Archive.

Banham was a dextrous and witty writer who wrote out in
longhand on foolscap paper preparatory versions of his
articles before typing them up and showing them to his wife,
Mary Banham, an art teacher by training, who, in addition to
doing architectural drawings for his articles for the
Architectural Review, said she performed for him the role of

‘the woman on the bus, or everyday reader’.>®

Mary said she
helped him ‘break down his long sentences’ and made him
explain technicalities, ‘because he wanted to introduce what

he was interested in to as big a public as possible’.**

Through publishing in popular mainstream publications, he made
the tools of criticism available to his readers so that more
people could apprehend the design that surrounded them. He
used the iconographic methods of art history he learnt as a
student at the Courtauld Institute, in which one focused on
the identification, description, and the interpretation of the
content of images, but he applied them to designed objects and
phenomena that lay beyond art or even architecture criticism’s
regular territory — he took criticism, quite literally, out

into the field.

302 Reyner Banham, Preface to Design by Choice, (London: Academy Editions,

1981), p. 7.
303 Mary Banham, personal interview, 26 February, 2007.
304 Tbid.
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CONCLUSION

The March 1960 issue of Industrial Design, guest edited by
Jane Fiske McCullough as her last effort for the magazine as a
consulting editor, was an anthology of 40 articles and
excerpts, written by foreign critics gathered from design
magazines in Italy, France, Germany, Norway, Sweden, India,
and England. Fiske McCullough wanted to explore the
differences between European and American design, which she
saw as being at different stages of development in terms of
their large—scale production and competitive marketing. Freed
from the responsibility of being the editorial figurehead of a
magazine founded to promote the interests of American
designers to industry, in this issue Fiske McCullough was able

to introduce more critical content than she had thus far.

Through her selection of such a variety of voices, the text-
heavy nature of the issue, the complex layout of the magazine
which incorporated her chatty marginalia and responses from
writers to particular claims in articles set alongside the
appropriate passages, Fiske McCullough created in the pages of
the magazine the feeling of a live debate in action, and a
snapshot of international design discourse in the late 1950s
as filtered through her editorial viewpoint. In her

introduction she observed that,

Overseas [the designer] puts out fewer products and more words
than his busy American counterpart [...] But is this really for
the lack of time and thought? Doesn’t this really go back to
the traditional belief, as old as the depression-born
profession itself, that to sell itself to business, industrial
design had to adopt the standards of business, and cut itself
off from the American arts? Our self-willed isolation has had
curious effects, among them the lack of a critical tradition
among designers and the lack of any active school of
professional critics who support the designer in his search for
valid expression and purpose. There are many ramifications to
this critical void, but they boil down to this: US industrial
design itself has not believed in criticism or accepted it,
because it grew up on business’ belief that you can’t criticize
design if it sells, daren’t criticize it for fear of harming
sales.?®”

3% Jane Fiske McCullough, ‘To the Reader’, editorial preface, Industrial

Design, March 1960, p. 35.
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Among the featured essays were Banham’s ‘Industrial Design and
Popular Art’, republished with the new title ‘A Throw Away
Esthetic’, and an excerpt from Hamilton's ‘Persuading Image’.
(See Illustration 21) In this new context, these articles felt
incongruous in their lack of concern for the social issues
that were beginning to absorb intellectual culture. Banham’s
piece had been written five years previously and Hamilton's
article, although it had only been published in Design
magazine the month before, looked back to the mid-1950s in its
references. Industrial designer Don Wallance pointed out the
anachronistic nature of the articles in a letter published in
the June issue. Referring to Banham’s piece, Wallance wrote,
‘Some of our friends having belatedly embraced the techniques
of mass marketing are not content merely to enjoy its economic
benefits, but are impelled to idealize and institutionalize
its esthetic consequences’. He went on to point out that this
‘is at a time when many thoughtful Americans such as John
Galbraith, Walter Lippmann and C. Wright Mills are questioning

the economic and social premises of the Big Sell that underlie

6

Mr Banham’s throwaway esthetic’.?

3¢ pon Wallance, Letter to Editors, Industrial Design, June 1960, p. 10.
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Illustration 21. Spreads from Industrial Design, March 1960, and
international issue, which republished Banham’s 1955 ‘Industrial
Design and Popular Art’ and Hamilton'’s 1960 ‘Persuading Image’
articles.

Wallance’'s observation suggests a disconnection between
Hamilton and Banham'’s fascination with American consumer
culture of the late 1950s and the emergent concerns of some

American designers. By 1960 a new more serious, anxious, and
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morally driven species of design criticism was taking shape
that called for accountability in the design profession and

its associated industries.

The Harvard economist John Galbraith critiqued the assumption
that continually increasing material production is a sign of
economic and societal health. His 1958 book The Affluent

37 political scientist Walter

Society became a bestseller.
Lippmann, who was awarded a Pulitzer prize in 1958 for his
syndicated column, ‘Today and Tomorrow’, which ran from 1931-
1949 in New York Herald Tribune, was a prominent critic of the
propagandist machinations of the mass media, and of US anti-
Communist foreign policy. The Marxist C. Wright Mills,
professor of sociology at Columbia University, was critical of
designers’ complicity in eroding left wing values through
their role in the misleading conflation of culture and
commerce. His ideas on the ‘cultural apparatus’ were available
to the design community through his lecture at the
International Design Conference at Aspen in 1958 and its
subsequent publication in Industrial Design magazine. Wright
Mills used the term ‘cultural apparatus’ to apply to both the
‘organizations and milieus in which artistic, intellectual and
scientific work goes on’ and ‘the means by which such work is
made available to small circles, wider publics, and to the
great masses’. While other theorists had made the claim that
mass culture generated ‘second-hand images’, which stood
between man and reality, Wright argued that all culture is
second-hand, not just mass culture. Because man'’'s experiences
are increasingly indirect, he is more dependent on ways in
which events are filtered by designers. ‘The world men are
going to believe they understand is now in this cultural
apparatus, being defined and built, made into a slogan, a
story, a diagram, a release, a dream, a fact, a blue-print, a
tune, a sketch, a formula; and presented to them’. Wright
Mills posited that by squandering their responsibility as
‘observation posts’, ‘interpretation centers’ and

‘presentation depots’, designers were succumbing to the

307 John Galbraith, The Affluent Society (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1958).
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commercial imperatives ‘which use ‘culture’ for their own non-

cultural—indeed anti-cultural—ends’.

Wright Mills'’s argument was directed squarely at the designer,
so celebrated in the writing of Banham and Hamilton, and in
the editorial premise of Industrial Design magazine, in which
the critic was positioned a designer’s ally.’*® Wright Mills
identified planned obsolescence as the economic environment in
which ‘the designer gets his main chance’, writing, ‘The silly
needs of salesmanship are thus met by the silly designing and
redesigning of things. The waste of human labor and material
become irrationally central to the performance of the
capitalist mechanism. Society itself becomes a great sales
room, a network of public rackets, and a continuous fashion

show’ .’ (See Illustration 22)

THE
MAN
IN
THE
MIDDLE

— s

Illustration 22. ‘The Man in the Middle’ by C. Wright Mills,
published in Industrial Design, November 1958.

3% As Caplan observed in his first editorial as editor of Industrial Design,

‘On the designer’s side’, ‘Our relationship to our readers is something like
the industrial designer’s relationship to his clients: as experienced
generalists we can offer the benefits of an unspecialized approach. The
service we can perform is based largely on our being in a position to see
what the designer may have neither time nor perspective to notice because he
is too busy doing it. As design-conscious journalists we are, in effect, the
designer’s consultants’. Ralph Caplan, ‘On the designer’s side’, Industrial
Design, February 1958, p. 33.

39 ¢, Wright Mills, ‘The Man in the Middle’, Industrial Design, November
1958, p. 73.
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The article provoked several responses among Industrial
Design’s readership. In June 1959 Fred Eichenberger, Assistant
Professor of Design in the College of Applied Arts, at the
University of Cincinnati, wrote to commend the piece and to

underline its moral message:

It seems to me that the heart of Mills’ thesis is the
consideration of public and private morality. We are all
familiar with the statements of aims and ethics published by
the various professional societies of design. These have to do
mainly with the designer’s working relationships, his
obligations to his client, and his attitudes towards other
professionals. Now this too is morality, but of a very specific
sort. The kind of morality I mean is concerned with the way our
efforts affect the larger society. In a world of exploding
populations and exploding nuclear devices, of contracting
natural resources, in a world in which urbanization and supra-
nationalism are making enormous advances, all of us must, as
never before, question the consequences of our actions.?!

In addition to the thinkers cited by Wallance, others too,
were exposing the social, psychological, and physical dangers
of planned obsolescence, public relations, motivation
research, car design, waste, litter, and the lack of attention
to third-world poverty. The journalist Vance Packard levelled
critiques at the advertising industry and its obsession with
motivational research, which he held accountable for
persuading people to buy things they didn’t need (1957's The
Hidden Persuaders), and at American manufacturers for their
adoption of planned obsolescence as a business model and
consumers for their excessive consumption (1960’'s Waste-
Makers: A Startling Revelation of Planned Wastefulness).’'
Ralph Nader’s investigations of deficiencies in American
automobile design included the 1965 book Unsafe at Any Speed:
The Designed-In Dangers of the American Automobile.*? The
architect Richard Buckminster Fuller, author of Inventory of
World Resources and No More Secondhand God and Other Writings,
was a strong critic of what he saw as the wasteful practice of
industrial design.?”® (See Illustration 23)

310

8.
311 vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders, (New York: D. McKay Co., 1957);
Waste-Makers: A Startling Revelation of Planned Wastefulness (New York: D.
McKay Co., 1960.

312 Ralph Nader, Unsafe at Any Speed: The Designed-In Dangers of the American
Automobile, (New York: Grossman, 1965).

313 Richard Buckminster Fuller, Inventory of World Resources (Carbondale:
Southern Illinois University Press, 1964); No More Secondhand God and other
Writings, (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1963). Even
though these books were published after 1960, they collected Fuller'’s
earlier writings.

Fred Eichenberger, Letter to the Editors, Industrial Design, June 1959, p.
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Illustration 23. Spread from feature article about waste disposal
techniques, Industrial Design, August 1960.

It was as if two tectonic plates of design criticism — one
driven by a need to shake up old establishment values and to
extend ‘the long front of culture’ on their own new stylistic
terms, and the other directed by social and moral concerns and
in some cases recommending a return to the old values — were
grating past one another as they headed in different
directions. They shared the same subject matter — car styling
and white appliances — but their motivations, arguments, style

of language, and points of origin were profoundly different.

Banham stood his ground. In his ‘Design by Choice’ article of
1961 he gave ‘the new men in the USA [..] typically liberal

sociologists..’” short shrift:

Lash-up formulations of this sort are, of course, only ad hoc
intellectual structures and should be neatly put away when they
have done the job for which they were assembled. Thus, a
narrowly Stalinist frame of reference, rigidly maintained
beyond its last point of utility, has resulted in the sterility
and subsequent disappearance of radical left-wing design
criticism in Western democracies, and leaves intelligent
sociologists, like Richard Hoggart, apparently sharing the
opinions of an ‘Establishment’ that they otherwise despise.’!*

314 Reyner Banham, ‘Design by Choice’, Architectural Review, July 1961 p. 44.
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In his alphabetical list of landmarks and influences of the
years 1951-1961 he focuses on debunking Vance Packard under

the heading ‘Alarmist Literature’, writing that,

In the 1950s the shortcomings of some aspects of product design
became a subject for sensational journalism which — in some
cases — contained an element of serious warning. The most
prolific of these professional Jeremiahs was the American
writer Vance Packard, whose book The Hidden Persuaders drew
attention to the social consequences of motivation research.
His subsequent works The Status Seekers and The Waste Makers
continued variations of the same theme of social enquiry into
design, but began to suggest that he had fallen victim to the
very situation against which he was protesting: his elevation
to the best-seller list involved him in the dynamics of the
mass market and more or less committed him to bring out a ‘new
model’ every other year.?"

Banham would have plenty more to say about Pop and popular
culture in the 1960s and he continued to deploy his newly
formed aesthetics of expendability on the explication of
product design. Meanwhile, the wider climate of opinion was
shifting away from a celebration of pop culture and
technological progress toward a more questioning approach with
regard to the social and environmental consequences of a
disposable product design culture. Such concerns would force
themselves onto the main stage of design discourse when, as
will be discussed in the following chapter, students and
environmental activists disrupted the proceedings of the 1970
International Design Conference at Aspen, and Banham, acting
as moderator, would be confronted with a vehement backlash
against the values of expendability, excess, and surface
styling that he and others had spent the late 1950s and early

1960s endorsing so personally, persuasively, and poetically.

31> Reyner Banham, ‘Design by Choice’, Architectural Review, July 1961, p. 43.
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We cut the tops off cars with axes and then shaped them
to modular size. They are cheap, strong, have an
excellent paint job and are available almost everywhere.
The thickness of the tin varies from car to car; some are
only about 20 gauge, others 18 and 19 gauge. The tops can
be cut into huge shingles and nailed on to a wood frame,
or their edges can be bent on a sheet metal brake and be
made into structural panels themselves, which can be
bolted, screwed, riveted or welded together to form a
dome made of only car tops.>'®

3¢ Bill Voyd, ‘Drop City’ in Sources: An Anthology of Contemporary Materials
Useful for Preserving Personal Sanity While Braving the Technological

wilderness,

ed. Roszak (New York: Harper & Row, 1972), p. 286. Originally

published in Shelter and Society ed. Paul Oliver (New York: Praeger, 1969).
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CHAPTER TWO

‘A Guaranteed Communications Failure’: Consensus Meets
Conflict at the International Design Conference in Aspen,

1970-1971

INTRODUCTION

The 1970 meeting of the International Design Conference in
Aspen (IDCA) provided the setting for an ideological collision
between members of the American liberal design establishment,
who organized the conference, and an assortment of
environmentalists, design and architecture students, and a
French delegation with representatives from the Utopie group,
who were all frustrated by what they saw as the conference’s
lack of political engagement and its hubristic belief in

design’s power to solve social problems.

The critique that materialized at IDCA 1970 was also directed
at the ways in which design discourse was advanced. The design
establishment, represented by the conference organizers,
favoured consensus-building as a goal of discussion and a
lecture format where speakers delivered long, non-visual, pre-
written papers from a raised stage to a seated audience.’'’
Dissenters at the conference, interested in participatory
formats that could incorporate conflict and agonistic
reflection, introduced theatrical performances, games,
workshops, and happenings, and confronted the conference
organizers directly with a series of resolutions they wanted

attendees to vote on.

Each of these dissenting groups — the design students,
environmental activists, and the French Group — was coming
from a very different place, both geographically and
ideologically. But in combination, their protests, which took
shape during the weeklong event (14-20, June, 1970) in the
mountain town of Aspen, Colorado, targeted the conference’s
flimsy grasp of pressing environmental issues and its outmoded

non-participatory format. As such, the Aspen protests

37 It was impossible to show slides in the conference tent during daylight

hours. Speakers were asked to prepare 45-minute papers, but they were rarely
that short.
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epitomized more widespread clashes that took place during the
late 1960s and early 1970s between a counterculture and the
dominant regime over issues such as the US government’s
military intervention in Vietnam, the draft, and the civil
rights movement. In terms of design discourse, the protests
connected with contemporaneous debates in which Italian
radical architecture collectives such as Superstudio and UFO
used their anti-design ethos to challenge modernist

orthodoxies.

By eschewing the written text in favour of physical actions
and the spectacle of a public vote, the protestors at Aspen
disrupted design criticism itself, which, in this period, was
usually rendered public in its written form. As such, it was
practiced within structured institutional environments where
the basic assumptions of design’s role in society were
generally agreed upon, and points of difference were debated
using historical precedents and examples within a common frame
of reference. So, although a design critic writing in the
1950s and early 1960s might have been critical, he or she was
operating within a reformist tradition rather than a
revolutionary one, and his and her criticisms were still
contained within the pages of a publication usually paid for,

and published by, upholders of establishment values.

For the most part, written design criticism of the period was
a one-way communication. Critics could gauge response to their
articles only indirectly through letters published in
subsequent issues of the magazine; mostly their criticism was
uttered into a silent void. As Jean Baudrillard wrote in his
1971 essay ‘Requiem for the Media’, ‘the entirety of
contemporary media architecture’ is based on the fact that ‘it

speaks and no response can be made’.’'®

With the criticism at IDCA 1970, the situation was different:

While the students’ provocative resolutions and the French

3% Jean Baudrillard, Utopia Deferred: Writings from Utopie 1967—1978, trans.

by Stuart Kendall, (New York, NY, Semiotext(e), 2006), pp. 77-78.
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Group’s cynical statement, for example were written documents,
they only partially represent the complexity of the revolt.
The protest that punctured the conference was also made up of
numerous non-written, ephemeral elements, including corridor
discussions, Q&A sessions, attire, body language and gestures,
theatrical performances, inflatable structures, parties and
picnics, objects, and graphic ephemera. These facets were
recorded kaleidoscopically in photographs, a film, and audio
recordings of presentations and discussions, (which include
the audience comments that were shouted out). In combination
they represented a form of criticism as a spontaneous and
performative event, which used countercultural activist

strategies to convey its argument, and as their ‘style of

action’.’” (See Illustrations 1-2)

319 Michel de Certeau, ‘Making Do: Uses and Tactics’ in The Practice of
Everyday Life, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), p. 30.
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Illustrations 1-2. Stills from IDCA ’'70 showing the improvisational
theatre troupe the Moving Company.

The protestors were able to confront their targets and could
register the effects of their criticism in real time. The
multi-pronged internal critique of the conference led to a
complete transformation of its content and structure not just
in 1971, which saw the most emphatic demonstration of response
and change, but also in subsequent conferences at least
through the mid-1970s. This makes the events of IDCA 1970 a
particularly illuminating case study of a disruption to, and a
paradigm shift in, the established practice and role of design

criticism in the post-war era. (See Illustration 3)

Illustration 3. Photographs of people and scenes of IDCA 1970.
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IDCA ’70 as a source

Both the cocktail hobnobbing of the IDCA board members and the
countercultural discontent of the attendees at IDCA 1970 are
captured in a twenty-minute documentary film of the
conference, IDCA ’70, made by Eli Noyes, the 28-year-old son
of industrial designer and current IDCA president Eliot Noyes,

320

and his 24-year-old girlfriend, Claudia Weill. (See

Illustration 4)

Illustration 4. Eli Noyes and Claudia Weill, directors of IDCA ‘70,

at IDCA 1970. Noyes holds the Eclair NPR camera.

Recent graduates of Harvard and budding filmmakers in New
York, Noyes and Weill had been invited by the IDCA board to

document the conference.??*

They were given a budget of $5,000
but no brief. Immersed in the cinema verité approach practiced
at that time by directors such as the Maysles Brothers, Weill
and Eli Noyes had just spent several months living with a

black family in Washington D.C. to produce the documentary

320 IDCA ‘70, Dir. Eli Noyes and Claudia Weill. IDCA. 1970.
! El1i Noyes pursued a career in animation and Claudia Weill went on to
direct documentaries and the 1978 hit movie, Girlfriends.
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322 As East Coasters in

This Is the Home of Mrs. Levant Graham.
their late twenties, Eli Noyes and Weill were not a part of
the West Coast student hippy contingent at Aspen. And while
Eli Noyes had grown up in the family home in the modernist
design enclave of New Canaan, Connecticut, surrounded by such
friends and neighbours as Charles and Ray Eames, Alexander
Calder, and Philip Johnson, he had chosen a career path that
led away from industrial design and, therefore, did not feel
that he fitted easily in the world of the Aspen leadership

either.3?

The filmmakers used the newly available Eclair NPR, a
French 16mm camera that, with its pre-loadable magazines,
enabled documentary makers to speed up the film changes, (and
minimize interruption to the flow of content). The camera had
a crystal-controlled motor and was designed to ride on your
shoulder, so that the filmmakers could move more freely in and
around their subjects. They also used a state-of-the-art Swiss
Nagra tape recorder with a shotgun microphone. Noyes recalls
of the camera that, ‘the eyepiece rotated so you could cradle
the camera in your lap and look down into the eyepiece even as
you filmed something that was horizontally away from you. We
wore a battery pack around our waist. It was innovative for

2 He and Weill seemed to be ideal documentarians,

its time’.
therefore, since they could move freely among the conference’s
different constituencies, neither encumbered by personal
loyalties nor technology. In reality what comes across is not
so much their neutrality as their shifting sympathies. Through
numerous cuts, the filmmakers used the technique of
juxtaposition of contrasting scenes to accentuate their view
of a conceptual divide between the modernist organizers of the
conference and the countercultural contingent. (See
Illustration 5) At times Noyes and Weill got caught up in the

excitement of the protests, but they also gave airtime to the

32 Ccinema verité played a key role in documenting many counter cultural
movements of the late 1960s. It was characterized by its departure from
documentary traditions such as face-the-reporter interviews and voice-over
diegetic narration, thus allowing for a potentially more democratic and non-
hierarchical version of events to be presented, a method that seemed
particularly appropriate for recording the political and social protests of
the period.

323 Rli Noyes, personal interview, 28 March, 2008.

3% Eli Noyes, personal correspondence, 10 July, 2008.
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board members’ points of view, ultimately giving them the last
word. Their film is, therefore, useful to me as a document of

the conference organizers’ response to the critiques that were
g p

levelled against them.

Illustration 5.Still from IDCA ‘70 showing how by following and
filming an improvised performance by the Moving Company, the
filmmakers appear to be a part of it.

IDCA 1970: the protagonists

In 1970 the board members of the IDCA included designers such
as: Herbert Bayer, the Austrian émigré and consultant to
Container Corporation of America; Saul Bass, the Los Angeles-
based graphic designer; Eliot Noyes, design director at IBM
and IDCA president since 1965; and George Nelson, design
director at the high-end office furniture firm Herman Miller.
To them, design was a problem-solving activity in the service
of industry—albeit with roots in architecture and the fine

arts.

The film IDCA ‘70 includes footage of these designers and

their wives gathered for a cocktail party on the terrace of
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one of the modernist houses in the Aspen Meadows complex

designed by Herbert Bayer. (See Illustrations 6-8)

Illustrations 6-8. Stills from IDCA ‘70 showing IDCA board members at
cocktail party at Aspen Institute Trustee’s house, designed by
Herbert Bayer.
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The men are dressed in plaid jackets and ties; their hair, if
they still have it, is cropped close and greying. Their wives’
hair has been curled and set and barely moves in the breeze

325 Most of these men

that ruffles the surrounding Aspen trees.
had been trained as artists and architects but through their
own pioneering work had helped to define the American graphic
and industrial design professions in the 1940s and 1950s.
Their careers had flourished in the post-war period of
economic expansion and were tied to the rise of a consumer
society. Now in their middle age, they held prominent
positions both within the newly professionalized design
community and within the flagship corporations of the day. As
the sun begins to dip behind the snow-capped mountains that
encircle the idyllic Colorado resort town, and they sip their
Gimlets and pat one another on the back in collegial
amiability, these representatives of the American design elite

are clearly enjoying the fruits of their labours.

Meanwhile, in the meadows beyond the cocktail soiree, groups
of activists are arriving in chartered buses from California
and pitching tents. With their waist-length hair, beards,
open-necked shirts, and jean jackets, they signal their
adherence to an alternative lifestyle and set of values (of
which the University of California at Berkeley and the
surrounding Bay Area was the unofficial American capital), as
well as their physical and philosophical distance from the

conference organizers. (See Illustrations 9-10)

3% Wives were extended a reduced conference fee, and designers often brought

their whole families to the weeklong conference, combining the event with a
family vacation in the Colorado Rockies.
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Illustrations 9-10. Stills from IDCA ‘70 showing members of the Ant
Farm at IDCA 1970.

The dissenters had a very different conception of design from
their hosts. In their view, design was not merely about the
promulgation of good taste; it had much larger social
repercussions for which designers must claim responsibility.
Nor, for them, was design only about material objects and
structures; it should also be understood in terms of
interconnected systems and, particularly, within the context
of the increasing concern about population growth and

exploitation of natural resources.
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Among them were student designers and architects, some of
their young professors and, since the theme of the conference
in 1970 was ‘Environment by Design’, several representatives
of environmental action groups invited on behalf of the IDCA
by Sim Van der Ryn, an assistant professor of architecture at

the University of California, Berkeley.’?®

Among those invited
were: Michael Doyle, founder of the Environmental Workshop in
San Francisco, and Cliff Humphrey, who was the founder of
Ecology Action, originator of the first drop-off recycling
centre in the US, and member of a Berkeley commune that had
just been featured in a New York Times Magazine cover story.
The cover image portrayed Cliff Humphrey pushing a bandaged
globe in a baby stroller. The accompanying article depicted
Humphrey'’s commune, the headquarters of the Ecology Action
group, and their militant activities, which included smashing

and burying cars.’?

Other dissidents in attendance included members of the San
Francisco media collective Ant Farm, who, by 1970, were
beginning to experiment with video as a vehicle for critique
and were using inflatable structures as the setting for free-
form architectural performances. (See Illustration 11) In a
biographical statement they characterized themselves as ‘an
extended family [..] of environmentalists, artists, designers,
builders, actors, cooks, lifers and an inflatable named Frank;
war babies, television children, Rod & Custom subscribers,
university trained media freaks and hippies interested in
balancing the environment by total transformation of existing

social and economic systems’.’>?®

¢ sim Van der Ryn was also the founder of the Farallones Institute, a
research centre for ‘studying environmentally sound building and design,
low-technology solutions to problems of energy conservation and generation,
pest and waste management, and small-scale food production’.
http://whol615.com/pdfs/IUHFacts.pdf

327 Ssteven Roberts, ‘The Better Earth; A report on Ecology Action, a brash,
activist, radical group fighting for a better environment’, The New York
Times Magazine, March 29, 1970, p. 8.

Other groups invited by Sim Van der Ryn were the Peoples Architecture Group
and Pacific High School. Not invited, but in attendance, was Steve Baer
founder of Zomeworks, the Albuquerque solar energy enthusiast who developed
many of the housing structures for communes such as Drop City and Manara
Nueva.

3% Ant Farm, biography, Design Quarterly 78/79, 1970, Special Double Issue on
Conceptual Architecture, p. 10.
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Illustration 11. Ant Farm, biography, Design Quarterly 78/79, 1970,
Special Double Issue on Conceptual Architecture, p. 10.

Also in attendance at Aspen that year was a delegation of
thirteen special guests, known collectively at the conference
as the French Group, who had been selected by industrial
designer Roger Tallon.’*® Each year from 1965 onwards, the IBM
International Fellowship was awarded to a number of delegates
from a foreign country to allow them to attend the conference.

When Eliot Noyes asked the board to suggest a country for the

329 The French Group also included Eric Le Compte, an industrial designer at
Eliot Noyes and Associates; Gilles De Bure, a design and media journalist
who contributed to the CoID’s Design magazine; and industrial designers
Claude Braunstein and Roger Tallon and their wives, a professor of Greek and
Latin literature and a physician, respectively. André Fischer, who read
their statement at the closing session of the conference, is listed in the
conference brochure as a ‘geographer’.
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1970 conference, France was proposed. There is no indication
that France was chosen because of the uprisings in Paris that
put it at centre stage of world politics in 1968. The logic
had more to do with the fact that a country as influential as
France, in terms of design and architecture, should no longer
be overlooked. The French Group included Jean Baudrillard, the
philosopher and sociologist, and a left-leaning sympathizer of
the student protests of 1968. Other members included the
architect Jean Aubert, who, like Baudrillard, was a member of
Utopie, the Paris-based collective of thinkers and architects
that, between 1966 and 1970, was engaged in a radical leftist
critique of the urban environment. To understand the extent to
which the critiques of these new arrivals represented a
disruption to the typical conference content and format, it is

necessary to look back at the formation and evolution of IDCA.

Fish frys and kite-flying: early years at Aspen

The International Design Conference at Aspen was conceived in
1951 as a forum for designers and businessmen to discuss the
shared interests of culture and commerce at a far remove from

their everyday concerns.>*’

Its founders were Walter Paepcke and
Egbert Jacobson, president and art director, respectively, of
the Chicago-based packaging company the Container Corporation
of America (CCA), which was well known for its integrated

corporate design. (See Illustrations 12-13)

3% Aspen, at 8,000 feet in the Colorado Rockies, was notoriously difficult to

reach. In the early years of the conference, telephone and telegraph service
was unreliable and there was no radio or television. Several speakers
recorded the experience of traveling to the conference and the turbulent
last leg of the journey from Denver to Aspen, either by car on poorly
finished winding roads or on a small twin-prop plane.
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RAW MATERIAL
PULP MILL
PAPER MILL

Save waste paper!
S6LL OR GIVE TO LOCAL COLLICTORS

CONTAINER CORPORATION OF AMERICA

From raw materials to finished paperboard packages —a single organizati

CONTAINER CORPORATION OF AMERIC

Illustrations 12-13.
Advertisements for Container Corporation of American, art directed by
Egbert Jacobsen, designed by Ad Zepf and Herbert Bayer, 1938.

As Jacobsen pictured it, a conference that included opinion-
makers of the American business world ‘would give the
designers a chance to present their case to men ordinarily
difficult to reach. For while such men would probably not be
tempted to come to hear a speaker like Herbert Read on
“Education through Art” they might be willing to make an
effort to hear business peers on the very same subject’.?' This
unabashed fusion of high ideals and shrewd pragmatism was not
unique to Jacobson; it informed the conception of many

subsequent design conferences at Aspen.

The conference leadership sought to encourage business
executives to apply design cohesively throughout their entire

organizations, from letterhead and advertising to truck livery

31 Letter from Egbert Jacobsen to Frank Stanton, President of Columbia

Broadcasting System, January 2, 1951, International Design Conference in
Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 1, Fol. 2, The Getty
Research Institute, Los Angeles.
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and office design, just as it was at firms like CCA. ‘Good
Design is Good Business’ was considered as a title for the
first conference, and this remained the IDCA’s unofficial
motto throughout the 1950s, even though it was rejected as a
title in favour of the less blatant ‘Design as a Function of

Management '’ .>*

In a speech to the Yale Alumni of Chicago,
excerpted in the advertising brochure for the 1951 conference,
Paepcke said, ‘a Design Department, properly staffed, and
given support and wide latitude, can enhance a company’s
reputation as an alert and progressive business institution
within and without its organization, and assist materially in

improving its competitive position’.?*

The conference’s loftier aim was to imbue businessmen with
cultural responsibility and humanist values, and was part of
Paepcke’s larger mission to promote the arts and culture
within American society. Paepcke and his wife Elizabeth had
helped develop Aspen from a deserted silver mining town into a
winter ski resort and summer cultural festival destination in
the late 1940s. In 1949 Paepcke commissioned Finnish architect
Eero Saarinen to build a tent for his first cultural festival,

the Goethe Bicentennial Festival.?®*

In 1950 Paepcke then established the Aspen Institute for
Humanistic Studies, an idealistic think tank with the goal of
extending a crusade for the reform of American higher
education that University of Chicago president Robert Hutchins

and philosopher Mortimer Adler had begun in the 1930s and

32 Minutes of the planning meeting, February 19, 1951. International Design

Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 1, Fol. 3,
The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

33 Walter P. Paepcke, ‘The Importance of Design to American Industry’, in
promotional brochure for IDCA 1951. International Design Conference in Aspen
papers, MSIDCA87, Box 15, Fol. 734, Special Collections and University
Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.

3% The twenty-day gathering attracted such prominent intellectuals and
artists as Albert Schweitzer, José Ortega y Gasset, Thornton Wilder, and
Arthur Rubinstein, along with more than 2,000 other attendees. The following
year Paepcke organized an eleven-week summer programme of concerts,
lectures, and ‘Great Books'’ seminars held in Aspen’s Wheeler Opera House and
at the Hotel Jerome. Participants included Reinhold Niebuhr, Clare Booth
Luce, Mortimer Adler, Karl Menninger, and Isaac Stern. For a fuller account
of the formation of the Aspen Institute of Humanistic Studies, see James
Sloan Allen, The Romance of Commerce and Culture: Capitalism, Modernism, and
the Chicago-Aspen Crusade for Cultural Reform (Boulder, CO: University Press
of Colorado, 2002).
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1940s. In a 1951 brochure the Institute described itself in
the following high-minded terms:

The essence of its humanistic ideal is the affirmation of man’s
dignity, not simply as a political credo, but through the
contemplation of the noblest work of man — in the creation of
beauty and the attainment of truth.?”?

As historian James Sloan Allen argues, the Institute’s version
of humanism emphasized the application of reason to
scientifically irresolvable questions of principle and value.
‘Thus “humanistic studies” meant an analytical way of thinking
sharpened by repudiation of the moral relativism associated

with empirical science’.*°

The IDCA, conceived as an offshoot of the Aspen Institute,
with the aim of increasing understanding between business and
culture, was timed to run at the end of June each year right
before Aspen’s summer programme of music and cultural
discussion, which started at the beginning of July, with the
intention that some businessmen would stay for this too. IDCA
promotional brochures of the period used exalted language
similar to that of the Institute, referring to design ‘in its
larger concept as one of the important distinguishing features

of our civilization’.?’

Two hundred and fifty designers and their spouses attended the
first IDCA, at which top-billed speakers included, on the
business side: Stanley Marcus, president of Neiman Marcus;
Andrew McNally IIT of Rand McNally; Harley Earl of General
Motors; and Hans Knoll, president of Knoll Associates.
Representing design and architecture were: Josef Albers, then
a teacher at Yale University; architect Louis Kahn; industrial

designers and architects Charles Eames and George Nelson; and

3% Promotional brochure, IDCA 1951, International Design Conference in Aspen

papers, MSIDCA87, Box 15, Fol. 734, Special Collections and University
Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.

3% James Sloan Allen, The Romance of Commerce and Culture: Capitalism,
Modernism, and the Chicago-Aspen Crusade for Cultural Reform, (Boulder, CO:
University Press of Colorado, 2002) p. 262.

37 Promotional brochure, IDCA 1957, International Design Conference in Aspen
papers, MSIDCA87, Box 15, Fol. 736, Special Collections and University
Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.
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graphic artists such as Leo Lionni, Ben Shahn, and Herbert

Bayer.

With the exception of Paepcke, the conference leadership came
from the design camp, however, and, over the years, they were
unable to sustain the participation of business leaders. As
the conference evolved, and particularly after Paepcke died in
1960, attempts to improve the dialogue between designers and
their clients were abandoned (although the topic was ever-
present) and the conference mission broadened to include
almost any subject that the leadership believed design touched
or was touched by. Scientific philosophers such as Lancelot
Law Whyte and Jacob Bronowski, the microbiologist René Dubos,
African-American poet Gwendolyn Brooks, and the composer John
Cage, for example, were typical of the participants from other
professions that began to populate the speaker rosters. And
throughout the 1960s the conference was used as a forum to
introduce social and behavioural sciences to architectural and

design discourse. (See Illustration 14)

Illustration 14. Brochure for IDCA 1965 showing the range of speakers
from disciplines other than design included by the conference.
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While the scope of the conference expanded and the theme
changed from year to year, the format remained the same.
Speakers addressed conferees from a raised stage in Saarinen’s
large, tented auditorium, which was replaced in 1965 with a
new one by Herbert Bayer. There was little opportunity for
improvisation since speakers’ presentations tended to be

printed and circulated ahead of time.?*®

Daytime lectures in the
tent were delivered without images; slide presentations were
scheduled in the evenings when it was dark enough for

rojections.*’ (See Illustration 15)
proj

Illustration 15. Exterior of IDCA tent designed by Herbert Bayer,
1965.

3% sconferees are advised to read each speaker’s paper in advance of the

session’. ‘10 International Design Conference in Aspen’, in Communication
Arts, July 1960.
3% Eliot Noyes established the tradition of night-time projection of visual
imagery in 1964.
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Illustration 16. Speakers at IDCA 1968.

Paepcke had always hoped that attendees would return home from
the conference renewed in body and spirit, as well as in mind.
The pace of the conference was leisurely, with presentations
spread out over a week and interspersed with long lunches and
rambles in the surrounding mountains. An annual favourite of
this designers’ summer camp was the Fish Fry, an al-fresco
lunch by the river. (See Illustrations 17-18) A typical
outdoors afternoon event was billed as: ‘A discussion and
demonstration of international kites, led by Charles Eames and

Michael Farr’.3*°

340 sTentative Program for the 1955 conference’, memo, Papers housed at Aspen

Institute, not archived.

Charles Eames was a frequent speaker at the conference but by 1966 he
excused himself from the proceedings, writing to Allen Hurlburt, who was
directing the conference that year, ‘I can’t face it, all that nature, and
people, and above all, the talk about design’. Letter from Charles Eames to
Allen Hurlburt, May 6, 1966, Papers housed at Aspen Institute, not archived.
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Illustration 17. Attendees congregate outside the tent, showing
mountain setting.

II' <k jE e Py, ;—.é

Illustr tibn 18. Annual fish fry gﬁ IDCA, 1960.

In the evenings there were cocktail parties by the pool at the
Hotel Jerome. The brochure for the 1961 conference dispensed
the following advice on attire: ‘Sportswear is the norm for
the daytime, and evening dining is only a shade more formal.

At the Monday night IDCA cocktail party at the Jerome pool, a
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little black dress and mosquito repellent will do for the

ladies, and a plaid coat, tie and Bermudas for the men..’.>*!

The design historian Nikolaus Pevsner attended the conference
in 1953, and on his return shared his impressions with British
listeners on a radio broadcast. Pevsner was fascinated by the
casual attire of the attendees, their ‘coloured printed’ and
‘wildly patterned’ shirts, in which he located the source of

America’'s advanced progress in modern industrial design:

I am, as a matter of fact, quite ready to appreciate these
shirts intellectually, and if that daring, that naive trust in
novelty were not part of the American character, modern design
of the best quality would not have made such spectacular
progress in the last ten years—along, of course, with modern
vile design.?*?

Among this collegial group of IDCA board members, there was a
shared belief in what constituted good design, and, where
opinions differed on points of detail, there was a shared
belief in the worth of debating an issue toward the goal of
mutual understanding. This desire to forge consensus derived
from the conference’s origin as an offshoot of the Aspen
Institute. Even in 1970, many of the conference’s organizers
still espoused the humanist values advocated by the Institute
and by liberal social theorists of the early 1950s such as

David Riesman and Erving Goffman.

Throughout this period, the IDCA, the only design conference
of its kind, was a key event on the international design
calendar. Thanks to the dissemination of speakers’ papers and
extensive press coverage — whole issues of design magazines
were sometimes devoted to it — the conference’s influence
extended well beyond the 1,000 or so attendees it attracted
each year. As Reyner Banham observed, the IDCA was ‘the most
heavily reported design conference on the calendar, outranking
even the Triennale di Milano, let alone the biennial

congresses of the International Council of Societies of

3! promotional brochure, IDCA 1961, International Design Conference in Aspen

papers, MSIDCA87, Box 15, Fol. 740, Special Collections and University
Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.

32 Nikolaus Pevsner, ‘At Aspen in Colorado’, The Listener, 1953, republished
in Reyner Banham, ed., The Aspen Papers, (New York: Praeger, 1974) p. 16.
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Industrial Design..’.’*® By 1970, therefore, what had started as
an experimental meeting to improve communication between
business interests and design culture had evolved into a
robust institution that represented the higher echelons of
industrial design, graphic design, and architecture.?*® As the
American cultural climate underwent dramatic change toward the
end of the 1960s, a younger generation of more politicized
designers emerged whose practices incorporated critique; the
IDCA, which now represented the design establishment, was ripe

for attack.

The format problem

In the documentary IDCA 70, a range of conference participants
aired their grievances, mostly on the topic of format. ‘It’s
curious to me that change is so long in coming to this design
conference’, a bearded youth told the filmmakers. ‘It’s one
speaker and 1,000 people glued to their seats by regulation,
or boredom, or both’.?*® Another attendee was quoted in a
conference review, remarking, ‘The format’s outmoded. Nobody

wants to sit passively and listen anymore’.>*®

The format itself became symbolic of the inadequacies of the
prevailing regime and of the potential of a new vision of
participatory information exchange. The one-way transmission
of information from designated expert on a raised stage to a
passively seated audience was seen as anachronistic in this
period of experimentation with new modes of communication. At
campuses across the nation, particularly in California, new
educational configurations were being tested. In some cases,

entire schools were being reinvented in the form of free

33 Reyner Banham, ‘A Private Memoir’, The Aspen Papers, (New York: Praeger,

1974) p. 110.

3% In 1954, the design conference organization was formalized via a not-for-
profit corporation: The International Design Conference at Aspen (IDCA),
headquartered in Chicago. The IDCA was administered by an elected executive
committee, which elected their own chairman, or president, as the role later
became known. The organization was funded by membership dues, conference
fees, and industrial sponsorship.

35 IDCA 1970, Dir. Eli Noyes and Claudia Weill, IDCA, 1970.

3¢ sAspen One-upmanship’, Editorial in Environment Planning and Design
(July/August 1970), p. 13.
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‘7 The California Institute

universities or anti-universities.’
of the Arts (CalArts), for example, was established in 1970
and through an educational programme of independent study and
non-hierarchical teaching relationships hoped to provide “a
radically different prototype for training the artist of the
future”.?*® The Ant Farm, who visited numerous California
schools during the academic year 1969-1970, described their
work — ‘lectures, ecology events, environmental alternative
displays, or art’ — as ‘response information exchanges’.’* Yet,
even though the topic of format often came up in IDCA board
meetings throughout the 1960s, conference chairmen inevitably

returned to the same lecture setup dictated to them by the

interior architecture of the tent.’’ (See Illustrations 19-21)

37 Roberta Elzey’s account of the ‘Founding of an Anti-University’ gives

details of how the anti-university movement spread from New York to London
and the principles of non-hierarchical, freeform education that it espoused:
‘Anti-University classes were totally different from those at academic
universities, as were the roles of “teacher and student”. These were fluid,
with students becoming teachers, and teachers attending one another’s
classes. About half those in Francis Huxley's course on Dragons were Anti-
University teachers at other times. There was one lounge, used by all: no
sacrosanct staff lounge or common room’. Roberta Elzey, ‘Founding an Anti-
University’ in Counter Culture: The Creation of an Alternative Society, ed.
Joseph Berke (London: Peter Owen Ltd., 1969), p.244.

38 Robert W. Corrigan, dean, and Herbert Blau, provost, assembled a liberal
and unorthodox faculty that included artists Allan Kaprow and Nam June Paik
and architects and designers such as Peter de Bretteville and Sheila Levrant
de Bretteville. A 1969 poster for the School of Design at CalArts, designed
by Levrant de Bretteville, read, ‘If the designer is to make a deliberate
contribution to society, he must be able to integrate all he can learn about
behavior and resources, ecology and human needs. Taste and style just aren’t
enough’.

3% pDesign Quarterly 78/79, 1970, Special Double Issue on Conceptual
Architecture, pp. 6-10.

30 Alan Hurlburt, for example, asked ‘how much should the attendees
participate in the conference? Should they, in fact, be conferees or an
audience?’ ‘Report on Long Range planning of the IDCA’, November 14, 1964,
p. 2., Papers housed at Aspen Institute, not archived.
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Illustrations 19-21. Views of interior of IDCA tent showing speakers
on the stage and the seated audience.
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The student problem

Students presented the IDCA leadership with a perennial
problem. In the conference’s early years they attended in
small numbers, gaining free admission in return for their
labours. They escorted speakers between the airport, hotel,
and the main tent, helped with audio-visual equipment, ran

errands, and helped clean up.>*’

As they began to attend in
greater numbers, at a reduced conference fee, they made more
demands of the conference, such as involvement in the planning
and travel grants, and in 1968 a group of them set up their

own Student Commission to organize such demands.

The twice-yearly meetings of the IDCA board devoted more and
more time to the discussion of students. The board members
doubted the students’ ‘seriousness’ and were unsure about what
kind of contributions they could actually make. Board members
at the post-IDCA 1969 board meeting noted that students
‘seemed to be in about the same mood as in the previous year,
lacking direction, being considerably confused, and yet

332 None of the

groping for some additional identification’.
board members mentioned the student protests that had filled
the streets of Paris the previous summer, but urban planner
Julian Beinart observed ‘the student problem had to be handled
in a most flexible manner, since it is impossible to predict

much about them or their attitudes’.?>®?

In 1970 students represented a larger proportion of the
conference community than ever before. Of the 625 conferees
who pre-paid their registration fees, 175 were students.
However, most estimates placed total attendance at more than
1,000, suggesting that students, who either registered onsite
or gate crashed, could have made up more than a third of the

total attendees.

*! Philip B. Meggs, ‘Great Ideals: John Massey and the Corporate Design

Elite’, AIGA website, 1997.

32 Minutes of the Board Meeting, June 1969, International Design Conference
in Aspen papers, MSIDCA87, Box 2, Fol. 25, Special Collections and
University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.

33 Minutes of the Board Meeting, June 1969, International Design Conference
in Aspen papers, MSIDCA87, Box 2, Fol. 25, Special Collections and
University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.
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The lead-up to the 1970 conference saw an intensification of
the student attendees’ dissatisfaction with their peripheral
role. Traditionally students received free admission to the
conference in return for their ushering services and general
assistance. Increasingly throughout the 1960s, they had
requested a more integral involvement in the conference as
bona fide participants. Minutes of the planning meeting prior
to the 1970 conference show that board members still did not
take the issue seriously, however. They assumed that the
students’ gripes could be appeased by giving them more
responsibility and ‘a desk somewhere’.’*® The students had other

plans.

The planning of an ‘anti-conference’

As Sim Van der Ryn remembers it, in the month preceding the
conference, ‘the Aspen board got word that a number of long
hairs and radical edge groups planned to show up and stir up
the stodgy elitist establishment Aspen Design Conference’.>*
Van der Ryn was asked to invite and represent some the
students and environmental action groups because, as a
professor at the University of California, he could be
considered as someone within the ‘establishment’ who also had
connections and sympathies with radical groups: ‘I’'d been the
university negotiator in the famous Berkeley People’s Park
incident of 1969 when students and street people took over a
vacant piece of UC property and turned it into a park, which
pissed off Ronald Reagan (then governor), who called out

336 From the

troops and helicopters to spray poison gas’.
activists’ point of view, Van der Ryn was a viable
representative thanks to his work as founder of the Farallones

Institute in Berkeley, and his promotion of sustainable energy

3% Minutes of Board Meeting, November 1969, International Design Conference

in Aspen papers, MSIDCA87, Box 2, Fol. 25, Special Collections and
University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.

3% gim Van der Ryn, personal interview, 18 June, 2008.

36 gim Van der Ryn, personal interview, 18 June, 2008.

In May 1969, student protestors who sought to claim an empty lot belonging
to the University of California at Berkeley for a park and location for
demonstrations were fired upon with buckshot by police, under orders from
Governor Reagan who saw the creation of the park as a leftist challenge to
the property rights of the university.



170

and waste systems within architectural construction. (See

Illustration 22)

Illustration 22. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing Sym van der Ryn
addressing the audience.

The students and activist groups had been invited to submit a
proposal to create something at the conference, which would be
eligible for funding from the Graham Foundation. The previous
year, Northern Illinois University students had used their
funding to create a sculpture of junked cars, toilets, sinks,
and old tires, sprayed white, intended to embody the current

state of contemporary design. (See Illustration 23)
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STUDENT HANDBOOK INTERNATIONAL DESIGN CONFERENCE AT ASPEN, 1970

Illustration 23.

Cover of Student Handbook, produced by students for IDCA 1970 showing
the sculpture of junked cars that had been made by students of
Northern Illinois University, under the supervision of their tutor
Don Strel, at IDCA 1969.

When the environmental groups'’ proposal for the 1970
conference was received, however, it was not for a sculpture
(a material form that the conference leadership understood);
rather, they sought to use the funds to bring thirty-five
people from their organizations to Aspen in a chartered bus,
giving small theatrical performances along the way for several

weeks. They proposed to set up inflatable structures in Aspen,
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in which to hold meetings and exhibitions, present
performances, and create a series of events that would, it
seemed to Eliot Noyes, ‘be in conflict with the Conference
itself, almost as a counter-conference, or an anti-

conference’ .?’

The pre-meditated nature of the ensuing protest,
that this correspondence reveals, suggests the revolutionary
nature of its purpose. According to critic John Berger,
writing in 1968, demonstrations are ‘rehearsals for
revolution’ and their very ‘artificiality’ and ‘separation
from ordinary life’ component parts of their value as means of

‘rehearsing ‘revolutionary awareness’.>®

The valuable ‘artificiality’ of the Aspen protests, in
Berger’'s terms, was compounded not only by the theatrical
nature of their presentation, but also by the costumes that
the protesters wore. Tensions between the authorities and the
increasingly unruly student attendees derived from the
physical appearance of this hippy contingent. As Banham

observed:

Once a distinctive student culture began to emerge, taking
neither [professionalism and professional status] seriously nor
for granted, and began to replace the deferential boy-scoutism
of students at earlier Aspens, there began to be some sense of
strain about many human aspects of the conference—not least its
relations with the worthy burghers of the business community in
Aspen itself, who had a well-nourished paranoia about long
hair, bare feet, and all the rest of it.3*

Most provocative to the Aspen community, however, was the
students’ intention to sleep outside in inflatable structures,
rather than in the hotels in which most attendees stayed. The
Aspen Institute, which lent the Aspen Meadows location to the
IDCA each year, notified the IDCA board that no structures
might be built on Institute grounds around the tent if there

was any chance that students would spend the night in them.

37 Minutes of Board Meeting, 1970, International Design Conference in Aspen

papers, MSIDCA87, Box 2, Fol. 25, Special Collections and University
Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.

38 John Berger, ‘The Nature of Mass Demonstrations’, in Geoff Dyer, ed. John
Berger: Selected Essays (New York: Vintage Books, 2001) p. 247.

3% Reyner Banham, ‘A Private Memoir’ in The Aspen Papers, ed. by Reyner
Banham, (New York: Praeger, 1974), p. 111.
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The threat to the establishment contained in the notion of
students sleeping in tents had also been at the core of the
disturbances at the 1968 Democratic National Convention in

Chicago.?*°

As journalist Mark Kurlansky has recounted, the
Yippies’ (Youth International Party) planned programme of
events ‘was in conflict with the Chicago police because it was
based on the premise that everyone would sleep in Lincoln

Park, an idea ruled out by the city’.’*

Disregarding the conference organizers’ stipulations that
visitors should not bring their own tents, Ant Farm promptly
erected Spare Tire Inflatable, a tube-like inflatable, twelve
feet in diameter, which they had created earlier that year.’*
Power for the air pumps was supplied by their Media Van, in

3

which they had travelled to the conference.?®®

24)

(See Illustration

30 protesters, including members of the Youth International Party, better

known as Yippies and led by Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, converged on
Chicago on the occasion of the 1968 National Democratic Convention to
support Eugene McCarthy and his anti-war platform against Hubert Humphrey.
The protests, which took the form of satirical street theater — or put-ons —
and the violent response by the Chicago police force, were captured by
multiple television news channels, and chronicled by journalists including
Norman Mailer and Hunter S. Thompson. The Yippies had planned a weeklong
schedule of events under the heading ‘A Festival of Life’, which included ‘a
workshop in drug problems, underground communications, how to live free,
guerrilla theater, self defense, draft resistance, communes, etc.’. The
ensuing clashes between the Chicago police force and the protesters lasted
for eight days. Mark Kurlansky, 1968: The Year that Rocked the World (New
York: Random House, 2004), p. 273.

31 Ibid. p. 274.

%2 As Ant Farm member Chip Lord remembers it, ‘Once we arrived we did not
have passes to attend all the sessions, so we became rabble rousers around
the edge’. Personal interview, 18 June, 2008.

363 Between 1969 and 1970 Ant Farm visited numerous schools and institutions,
especially on the West Coast, staging multimedia ‘response information
exchanges’. It is probable, therefore, that many of the design and
architecture students in Aspen that summer had had some previous contact
with the group.
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Illustration 24. Sparé Tire inflatable by the Ant Farm, in
California, 1970.

Illustration 26. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing attendees in the
inflatable.
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When asked by the IDCA ’70 filmmakers why they were at the
conference, Chip Lord, a founding member of Ant Farm
responded, ‘We ripped off $2,000. We’'re here on vacation like
everyone else’ (referring to the grant given by the IDCA board
to the five invited environmental action groups to enable them

to attend the conference).?*

Ant Farm member Hudson Marquez,
captured on the film sporting a bushy beard, beads, and dark

sunglasses, explained further:

We wanted to go to Boston to shut down the AIA conference but
we didn’'t have money to get there. So we pushed buttons and
pulled levers and threatened to have thousands of hippies show
up at Aspen. We said we were going to put an ad in the
underground newspapers in Berkeley advertising free food and
hanging out with Aquarian age architects and all that bullshit.
I guess they bought it.>®

Marquez’'s comment suggests that the protesters planned more
than discourse: the ultimate disruption of the Aspen
conference was at least partially premeditated. As part of a
growing critique against corporate modernism and rationalist
approaches toward design, and possibly inspired by the well-
publicized attempt to ‘close down’ the city of Chicago on the
occasion of the 1968 National Democratic Convention, students
and activists occupied other design conferences of the period
The 1970 edition of the American Institute of Architects’
(AIA) annual conference, which was running concurrently with
Aspen in Boston, was subject to a revolt in which students,
led by Taylor Culver, took over the podium from the AIA

president, Rex Whitaker Allen.?¢®

Similarly, Utopie member
Hubert Tonka has recalled going to the ‘Utopia or Revolution’
conference organized by the architecture department at Turin
Polytechnic in April 1969: ‘We held the whole conference
hostage for several hours with a leftist group called the

Vikings. The cops showed up with submachine guns, etc. Oh yes,

%% van der Ryn distributed the IDCA’s $2,000 grant to the Ant Farm, Ecology
Action, Environment Workshop, Peoples Architecture Group and Pacific High
School, to help cover their costs of coming to the conference. Memorandum to
the IDCA Board of Directors, June 8, 1970, International Design Conference
in Aspen papers, MSIDCA87, Box 3, Fol. 35, Special Collections and
University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.

3> Hudson Marquez in IDCA 1970, Dir. Eli Noyes and Claudia Weill, IDCA, 1970.
3¢ 1971 world Book Year Book, (Chicago: Field Enterprises Educational
Corporation, 1971), p. 199.
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“Utopia or Revolution”, that was a bad scene’.’®’ Also, in May
1968 radical demonstrators in Milan had protested against the
elitist organization of the Milan Triennale, its
aestheticization of the student protests, and its reformist
approach to that year’s theme of ‘World Population

% They managed to close the Triennale down only

Explosion’.
hours after it had opened and to provoke the resignation of
the event’s executive committee.’®” (See Illustration 27) As the
Italian magazine Domus commented, the ease with which it was
shut down suggests that the organizers themselves had doubts
about the worth of their enterprise and ‘a desire for
renewal’.*° By 1970, therefore, the design event had already

been identified as a public stage upon which to resist the

design establishment.

Illustration 27. Photo of protests at the 1968 Milan Triennale,
printed in Domus 466, September 1968.

37 Hubert Tonka, in The Inflatable Moment: Pneumatics and Protest in '68, ed.
by Marc Dessauce (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1999), p. 49.

38 A translation of the Italian term ‘Il Grande Numero’. Anty Pansera, ‘The
Triennale of Milan: Past, Present, and Future’, Design Issues 2, no. 1
(Spring 1985), p. 23.

3% sprotest Among the Young’, an exhibition that documented recent student
protests around the world, was organized and designed by Triennale director
Giancarlo De Carlo, film director Marco Bellocchio, and painter Bruno
Caruso. Many students saw the objective, reportage-style approach of the
exhibition as insufficient and erected banners that read, ‘The Triennale Is
Not Paris — Merde to the Falsifiers’, thus criticizing De Carlo’s
aestheticization of these contemporary political issues.

3% sMilano 14 Triennale’, Domus 466, September 1968, p. 15. Interestingly,
both IDCA board members Saul Bass and George Nelson had installations in the
Triennale that year, so they had some first-hand experience of the
effectiveness of a student-motivated revolt.
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‘Environment by Design’: differing definitions

While the traditional format of the conference invited attack,
IDCA 1970’'s theme rendered it still more vulnerable. What
transpired at IDCA 1970 reveals that two very different
definitions of the concept of ‘environment’ were at play in
design discourse and beyond, and highlights the conceptual

fault line along which the conference would ultimately split.

For the most part, the IDCA leadership considered
‘Environment’ to be simply the context in which their designed
images, products, buildings and urban plans would exist. When
they had devoted another conference to the topic in 1962,
chaired by Ralph Eckerstrom, CCA'’s director of design,
advertising, and public relations, they had portrayed
‘environment’ as a ‘physical setting’ which could expand along
a spectrum of scale: ‘a room, a house, a city, a countryside,

31 A consideration of the

a nation, the world—the universe’.
environment, for the 1962 conference organizers, was closely
tied to a consideration of aesthetics. The ‘critical problem’
in environment, to them, was the difficulty of isolating
technological advances and good design from the polluting
presence of mass culture: ‘Wider windows of distortion-free
glass for better transmission of uglier vistas; higher
fidelity for clearer reception of cacophony [..] Mass
production for endless repetition of the meretricious’. This
discussion of the environment as an arena for one’'s work,
often subject to aesthetic assault by unchecked development,
was continued at IDCA 1970 by speakers Stewart Udall, James

Lash, Reyner Banham, and Peter Hall, who spoke of urban decay,

ghettos, and the possibility of renewal through New Towns.

The chair of the 1970 conference was William Houseman, the

editor and publisher of Environment Monthly.>”*

His biographical
statement in the conference brochure indicated that, ‘his

interests in the subject range from the Aviation environment

*! Promotional brochure, IDCA 1962, International Design Conference in Aspen

papers, MSIDCA87, Box 15, Fol. 741, Special Collections and University
Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.

*? Houseman was a columnist on environmental subjects for Moderator Magazine,
was president of the Environment League, and was a charter board member of
the Institute of Environmental Design in Washington D.C.
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to the role of color and design in the everyday lives of

people’.?”® (See Illustration 28)

Illustration 28. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing IDCA 1970 programme
chairman, William Houseman.

In his opening remarks, Houseman further confirmed that his
interpretation of the concept of environment, as the backdrop
for design rather than as a political issue, was firmly
aligned with that of the IDCA board. Houseman quoted a lecture
in which ‘our good friend’ George Nelson portrayed the extent
of the designed environment: ‘When you walk down any street in
any town’, he recalled Nelson as saying, ‘you will find
endless objects that are objects of design [..] the man hole
covers [..] mailboxes, screen doors [..] they have all got

374

design’. For many of the conference organizers, environment

was, quite simply, the backdrop for their work.

For the ecology groups, on the other hand, ‘environment’ was

shorthand for a pressing political issue — the overwhelming

373 gpeaker biographies, IDCA 1970, International Design Conference in Aspen
Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 3, The Getty Research
Institute, Los Angeles.

37 gpeakers Papers, IDCA 1970, International Design Conference in Aspen
Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 4-6, The Getty Research
Institute, Los Angeles.
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need to protect the earth’s natural resources from further
destruction at the hands of the dominant political and
economic interests. As Ecology Action founder Cliff Humphrey
said in his main-stage lecture, ‘What we are talking about,
then, is manifesting by design a survival gap—a survival gap
between the people on this planet and the ability of the life
75

support system to support these people’.’
29)

(See Illustration

Clifford C. Humphrey
writer, lecturer, teacher

Clifford Humphrey is Director of the Ecology Action position papers and statements including, “Declaration
Educational Institute, a non-profit Corporation. He is of Interdependence”. He has also written texts for two
also co-founder of Ecology Action, an organization with large exhibits: The Environment of Man and The Survival
over 150 groups throughout the country at present. His Crisis, which are displayed on college campuses, at
major concerns are the cultural implications of the museums, shopping centers and public parks. He is a
ecological perspective and the development of a system consultant at Berkeley High School, Berkeley, Calif.,

of ethics for human behavior that will insure our on curriculum and has taught the course, “Ecological
survival. His book, “What's Ecology?” is a widely used Dynamics of Social Change”, at the University of

high school text. He is the author of many essays, California Extension in Berkeley.

Illustration 29. Clifford Humphrey’'s biography in IDCA 1970 Speaker
Biography booklet.

375 1Ibid.
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Humphrey made use of an array of visual props on stage,
including a pile of garbage gathered during the conference and
an image of the earth seen from space (reproduced from the
cover of the Fall 1969 Whole Earth Catalog) to enact a kind of
three-dimensional diagram, demonstrating the urgency of the
impending environmental crisis, which he emphatically framed

376 41f an item is made to be

in terms of species survival.
wasted, to be dumped on a dump, then don’t make it!’. Humphrey
proclaimed, to much applause.’’ ‘You know, if our youth can say
“Hell, no!” to the draft, then I think that a few of you have
to learn to say “Hell, no” to some salesmen and to some

developers’.?’®

An unofficial Student Handbook created for the 1970 conference
reported on students’ responses to the previous year's

conference and included articles on issues of contemporary

interest such as: a Science magazine article on the historical
roots of the ecological crisis; World Game, a simulation tool
for visualizing ‘spaceship earth’ (developed by Mark Victor
Hansen and inspired by Buckminster Fuller'’s Dymaxion sky-ocean
map); and yoga breathing. In an introductory sally to the
students, the editors of the Handbook enumerated what they
thought would be the important aspects of the conference, such
as which speakers would be worth their attention (all the
speakers mentioned were the special guests of Van der Ryn) and
concluding with a nihilistic amendment to the official
conference prose: ‘According to the official litter bag, we

are here to ponder what is worth keeping, what is worth

3¢ The Whole Earth Catalog, published twice a year between 1969 and 1971,
assembled a plethora of tools, resources, and tips useful for a creative or
self-sustainable lifestyle, became the cult publication of the
counterculture and the environmental movement but also won more mainstream
acknowledgement with a National Book Award in 1972.

377 Audio cassette of IDCA 1970 proceedings, International Design Conference
in Aspen papers, MSIDCA87, Box 11, Fol. 565, Special Collections and
University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.

*’® speakers Papers, IDCA 1970, International Design Conference in Aspen
Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 4-6, The Getty Research
Institute, Los Angeles.



181

restoring, and what is worth building. (May I add, “What is

worth destroying?”)’.’”’

In IDCA thinking, the environment could be improved through
thoughtful design. From the perspective of a new generation of
designers and their environmentalist mentors, the design
system (supported by capitalist interests) was an integral
part of the environmental problem and should be resisted and

ultimately rejected.

Off-stage activity: new formats tested

The ecology groups initiated numerous interventions during the
week of the conference, with varying degrees of success. Among
them was an impromptu ‘Favorite Foods Picnic’ on the grass
outside the tent.?®° It was Van der Ryn, rather than programme
chairman Houseman, who invited the ecology groups to
participate in the conference, and Houseman’s cynical view of
their interventions is evident in his flippant ‘A Program
Chairman’s Diary of Sorts’, included in the conference
publication distributed after the conference. Under the
heading ‘Monday Noon’, for example, he satirized the groups’

attempt to create, and then clear up, an organic picnic:

Precedent! For the first time ever, an impromptu Favorite Foods
Picnic on the grass outside the tent. The young and otherwise
decimated the local shopkeepers’ shelves in frantic quest for
favorite foods. Mostly salami. Enough for the Bulgarian
cavalry. Ecological havoc! Cliff Humphrey officiated at the
burial of the picnic’s organic residue. But what of the
nondegradables? Under the cover of darkness, Aspen’s
anthropomorphological dogs scattered paper plates and Reynolds
Wrap across the greensward. A regular Les Levine sculpture.’®!

The film of the conference, IDCA ’70, documents an unscheduled

session in which the attendees were instructed to stand up and

37 student Handbook, p. 1, IDCA 1970, International Design Conference in
Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 8, The Getty
Research Institute, Los Angeles.

% wWilliam Houseman'’'s sarcastic account of the picnic and its poorly planned
cleanup was published in the conference proceedings. William Houseman, ‘A
Program Chairman’s Diary of Sorts’, Speakers Papers, IDCA 1970,
International Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series
1, Box 28, Fol. 4-6, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

31 Tbid.



182

pass their name badge to the next person and so on, and then

embark on a process of relocating themselves. (See Illustration

30)

Illustration 30. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing Chip Chappell and Craig
Hodgetts conducting the name-badge swapping exercise from the stage.

This rather crude attempt at encouraging audience
interactivity was instigated by ‘some of the young people from
California’, as artist Les Levine described them — namely:
Chip Chappell, a teacher at Oakwood School; Tony Cohan, a
writer from Los Angeles; and Mike Doyle, leader of the
Environmental Workshop and an employee of Lawrence Halprin &

Associates.?®

While attendees searched for their identities,
Chappell, Cohan, and Doyle paced about on the stage with hand-
held microphones rationalizing the exercise as a demonstration
of the attendees’ interdependence as part of an ‘ecological

chain’.’® Cliff Humphrey'’s militant manifesto, ‘The Unanimous
Declaration of Interdependence’, in circulation at the

conference, was a neatly wrought subversion of Thomas

%2 1es Levine was a special guest of the conference and wrote a report for

The Aspen Times. He saw the spontaneous name card exchange as an
‘opportunity to pull out his “Merry Cambodia” and “Happy New War” cards’
which he had printed in ornate type. Les Levine, ‘Les Levine Comments on the
IDCA’, The Aspen Times, June 25, 1970, 1-B.

33 Cliff Humphrey, ‘The Unanimous Declaration of Interdependence’, Difficult
but Possible: Supplement to the Whole Earth Catalogue, (Menlo Park, CA:
Portola Institute, September 1969) pp. 12-13.
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Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. It declared that ‘all
species are interdependent’ and that ‘whenever any behavior by
members of one species becomes destructive to these
principles, it is the function of other members of that
species to alter or abolish such behavior and to re-establish

the theme of interdependence with all life..’.?**

The name-badge swap is not documented elsewhere in the
conference papers, apart from a disparaging reference in
Houseman'’s account. Yet the film shows us that as an exercise
in interactive participation, it was indeed effective; we see
people getting up and talking to one another, and devising

handmade signs, in the search for their name badges.

‘Conflicting definition of key terms’

In between the speaker presentations on the main stage,
attendees gathered in small discussion groups in the Aspen
Institute seminar rooms. The IDCA ‘70 film shows that IDCA
board members made numerous attempts to engage attendees in
conversation, but it was clear that the middle-aged modernists
and the young environmentalists had great difficulty
communicating with one another. Not only did they look

different, they didn’t even share the same basic vocabulary.

S. I. Hayakawa, a linguist who specialized in semantics, and
who would go on to be a U.S. Senator, gave a paper at IDCA
1956, which was reprinted and circulated at several subsequent
conferences. In ‘How to Attend a Conference’, Hayakawa
articulated the gentlemanly code of conduct required from both
speaker and listener at an IDCA conference in order to reach
consensus. He portrayed the conference as a ‘situation created
specially for the purposes of communication’ in which ideas
are exchanged and personal viewpoints are enriched ‘through

the challenge provided by the views of others.’ Discussion is

34 Tbid.
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stalemated, wrote Hayakawa, by the ‘terminological tangle’, or

‘conflicting definitions of key terms’.’%®

As if in illustration of this predicament, the IDCA 70 film
includes a particularly heated conversation between some board
members, including Saul Bass and Eliot Noyes, and members of
the Moving Company theatre troupe, one of whom has to explain
the then-new term ‘hype’ to a confused Noyes. Subsequently the
conversation between a crisp-looking man and the leader of the
Moving Company breaks down completely. (See Illustrations 31-
32) They lean in and jab their index fingers at one another,
as they become visibly frustrated with their inability to
communicate:

Man: So, you’'re saying that I have to understand what you're
telling me today? I don’t understand it.

Actor: We were saying that everything is a rip off. Everyone is
stealing [..] The entire civilization is based on the wrong
premises. Dig that. We are living in the wrong reality.

Man: Tell me what the right civilization is.

Actor: I can’t talk to you if you say that, because you're
already saying that you’re alienated.’®®

%> samuel Ichiye Hayakawa, ‘How to Attend a Conference’, Speakers Papers,
IDCA 1970, International Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006,
2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 3, Fol. 6, The Getty Research Institute, Los
Angeles.

3¢ IDCA 70, Dir. Eli Noyes and Claudia Weill, IDCA, 1970.

This concept of ‘alienation’, codified most prominently by Herbert Marcuse,
had been key to the student protests in Paris of 1968 and, by 1970, through
the mediation of the underground press, had clearly become part of the
lexicon of those adopting alternative lifestyles in California. Marcuse’s
One-Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964) was published in the US in
1964 and popular interpretations of his thinking such as Paul Goodman’s
Growing Up Absurd (New York: Random House, 1960) were widely available
throughout the 1960s and were both listed on the IDCA 1971 reading list.
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Illustrations 31-32. Stills from IDCA ‘70 showing Eliot Noyes and a
member of the Moving Company theatre troupe in heated discussion.
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Another corridor conversation captured in the film
demonstrates a stark ideological disparity between the IDCA
leadership, who were interested in the environment on a
surface level as a theme for the design conference, and the
young attendees, some of whom were actually living in communes
and practicing ecological sustainability as part of their
everyday lives. Bass, who joins a group of students seated on
the floor, asks them, ‘Why do we have to assess capitalism?

We’'re just trying to stage a design conference’.’"’

A young,
intense-looking individual attempts to explain: ‘Unless you

actually live the lifestyle, it’s just bullshit’.’*® Bass was

clearly upset that his attempts to understand these unfamiliar
beliefs were rebuffed so emphatically. In the board meeting
after the conference he reflected, ‘If I walk away from this I
will feel defeated as a person [..] This time the design
problem is ourselves. That'’s why I'm so shook up about this

whole thing’.?*’

With a theme as broad as ‘environment’ under discussion, it is
not surprising that multiple definitions were being wielded by
IDCA 1970's different constituents. The severity of the
breakdown in communication, however, was new to a conference
that prided itself on debating to the point of understanding

and consensus.

The closing session: The French Group’s statement and the
students’ resolutions

Tensions mounted throughout the week, reaching a crescendo in
the closing session on Friday morning. This session centred on
voting for a series of resolutions formulated by the

protesters that criticized the intellectual and moral

7 As historian Pat Kirkham pointed out, for fifty-year old Bass to sit on

the floor like this with the young attendees would have caused him physical
pain, since he had a bad leg.

38 IDCA 70, Dir. Eli Noyes and Claudia Weill, IDCA, 1970.

The sentiment expressed by the young attendee echoes a larger shift in
sensibility which Theodore Roszak characterized as ‘the question facing us
is not “How shall we know?” but “How shall we live?”’.

3 IDCA 70, Dir. Eli Noyes and Claudia Weill, IDCA, 1970.
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limitations of the conference content, the conference as a

designed entity, and the design profession itself.

Reyner Banham, who had attended the conference several times
as a speaker since 1963 and had organized the 1968 conference,

390 T a letter written

was the chair of the closing session.
later that evening to his wife, in which he said he was
feeling ‘psychologically bruised from the events of this
morning’, Banham explained that it was actually his idea to
turn the final session into a soapbox for the disgruntled

attendees. (See Illustration 33)

Illustration 33. Reyner Banham biography in IDCA 1970 Speaker
Biographies booklet.

3% Banham’s 1968 conference was titled ‘Dialogues: Europe/America’.



Illustrations 34-35. Reyner Banham at IDCA 1968 and IDCA 1970.
Banham’s attire changed markedly between 1968, when he still wore a
suit, bow tie and 1950s-era black framed glasses and slicked back his
hair, and looked like very professorial, and 1970 when he wore
Aviator sunglasses, a white artist’s smock top, and jokey badges with
slogans such as ‘Have Jug, Will Mug’ and he looked to audience member
and artist Les Levine, ‘a bit like Sir Edmund Hillary, the mountain
climber’.
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Illustration 36. First page of letter from Reyner Banham to Mary
Banham, Friday, 19, June, 1970.

This suggests that Banham, like the IDCA board members, felt

the need to resolve the dispute:

This has been too fundamentally disorganised a conference to
sum up — intellectually disorganised, that is — Bill Houseman
really hadn’t got the programme together enough for it to gel,
and the kinds of people he had invited (from ex Secretaries of
State to the Ant Farm Conspiracy) were a guaranteed
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communications failure. So I proposed we use the morning for
second thoughts, statements, and the like.?**!

Banham’'s self-imposed challenge of consensus-building was made
particularly tough by the fact that the goals of the groups
who converged in this session — from Stephen Frazier'’s group
of fifteen Black and Mexican-American industrial design
students from Chicago to the seemingly arbitrarily selected
group of French participants represented by Jean Baudrillard’s

text — were so heterogeneous.

The French Group’s contribution to the conference was a
statement written by Baudrillard that explained the group’s
refusal to participate in the regular conference proceedings.
In their view, essential matters concerning the social and
political status of design were not being addressed by the
conference. ‘In these circumstances’, the statement began,
‘any participation could not but reinforce the ambiguity and

the complicity of silence which hangs over this meeting’.?%?

It is unclear whether Baudrillard himself actually attended
the conference. It is probable that he did since he is listed
in the conference programme brochure and in later interviews
his responses to questions about Aspen suggest that he was
present. In 1997 he said, ‘we were simply delegates in Aspen.
It’s true that we created a “moment”, a little event in Aspen,
in passing. [..] America truly started things, an illuminating
trip, even if we didn’t bring much back to France when we

returned’ .’

Baudrillard could be using the first person plural
to refer to the activities of the Utopie group as a

collective, however, (which he often did in writings for the
Utopie journal) irrespective of whether he was personally in

attendance or not. The film, IDCA ‘70, does not contain

31 Letter from Reyner Banham to his wife, Mary, June 19, 1970, International

Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 27,
Fol. 3, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

32 Jean Baudrillard, ‘Statement Made by the French Group’, Speakers Papers,
IDCA 1970, International Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006,
2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 4-6, The Getty Research Institute, Los
Angeles.

33 10n Utopie, an interview with Jean Baudrillard’, Utopia Deferred: Writings
for Utopie (1967-1978), trans. by Stuart Kendall (New York: Semiotext(e),
2006), p. 18.
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footage of the French Group or Baudrillard, there are no
mentions of him in any of the documentation, and neither Eli
Noyes nor Richard Farson remembers seeing him. (See

Illustration 37)

Illustrations 37. Photograph of Jean Baudrillard and Jean Aubert,
published in C.R.E.E magazine n°6, November/December, 1970, captioned
as having been taken in Aspen 1970.

Baudrillard’s text, read aloud at the closing session by the
geographer André Fischer, openly dismissed the conference’s
theme of ‘Environment by Design’. It also rejected the more
widespread interest in environmental issues, as an opiate
concocted by the capitalist system to unify a ‘disintegrating

% Baudrillard posited that both the conference theme

society’.
and the wider crusade currently preoccupying the nation simply
diverted attention and energy toward ‘a boy-scout idealism
with a naive euphoria in a hygienic nature’, and away from the
real social and political problems of the day such as ‘class
discrimination’, the Vietnam War, and ‘neo-imperialistic

conflicts’.?®

The new focus on pollution, Baudrillard pointed
out, was not merely about protecting flora and fauna, but
about the establishment seeking to protect itself from the

polluting influence of communism, immigration, and disorder.?>®*

3% 1bid.
3% 1bid.
3% IDCA ’70, Dir. Eli Noyes and Claudia Weill, IDCA, 1970.
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During an informal debate with the speaker Cora Walker, with
the audience seated cross-legged on the floor of a seminar
room, Jivan Tabibian, a Lebanese-born political scientist who
had been educated in French schools and later became the
ambassador of Armenia, also pointed to the liberal design
establishment’s ‘utopian’ belief that increased understanding
would enable change. He remarked that, ‘what I call the great
fallacy of the men of good will totally overlooks the concrete
reality of vested interest, of institutional power. Those

things don’t change because people understand’.>”’

Far from espousing environmentalism, Baudrillard contended
that it was a ruse of government to maintain the very economy

398 Baudrillard identified an

that threatens the environment.
insidious ‘therapeutic mythology’ at work, which framed
society as being ill, in order that a cure might be offered.
Designers, ‘who are acting like medicine-men towards this ill
society’, were castigated by Baudrillard for their complicity
in such myth making, in this semantic slippage between the

realms of military defence, the environment, and society.?®”’

The statement did not have much impact at the conference.
French journalist Gilles de Bure reported that, the ‘text was
greeted with polite applause. Neither interrupted, nor
discussed, it provoked a reaction of surprise at the most
elementary level [..] One may wonder if, in the end, the text
by Jean Baudrillard had hit home at all, other than with the
French group, which had accepted it even before he wrote

it? ’ .400

¥7 Ibid.

% Earth Day, founded by Senator Gaylord Nelson, a liberal democrat from
Wisconsin, was first celebrated in April 1970. As historian Felicity Scott
notes, it had ‘set out to repackage environmental concerns for the general
public by decoupling questions of ecology from more radical elements and
bringing the movement into alignment with those in Congress pursuing
environmental regulations. With re-election campaigns in the works, a
cynical “war on pollution” had been added to those already launched through
the media on poverty and hunger’. Felicity Scott, Architecture or Techno-
utopia: Politics after Modernism, (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007) p. 238.
3% Jean Baudrillard, ‘Statement Made by the French Group’, Speakers Papers,
IDCA 1970, International Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006,
2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 4-6, The Getty Research Institute, Los
Angeles.

40 Gilles de Bure, C.R.E.E magazine n°6, November/December, 1970. Trans. by
Patricia Chen for Rosa B (2013)
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Reflecting on what occurred at Aspen in 1970, Baudrillard
identified yet another communicative rupture between the
various factions of conference participants, based on national
identity. He said, ‘This “counter-culture” was foreign to us.
We were very *“French”, therefore very “metaphysical”, a French
metaphysics of revolt, of insubordination, while the counter
culture that expressed itself in Aspen was largely American’.
When he tried to bring back something of the ‘vigor’ of the
American movement, he found there was a translation barrier:
‘There was no way to metabolize this contribution in a French

context dominated by the “politio-careerist” New Left..’.*"

Despite Baudrillard’s retrospective enthusiasm for the Aspen
‘moment’, he found the physical setting of the conference to
be fundamentally at odds with the seriousness of the issue at
hand, referring to Aspen as ‘the Disneyland of environment and
design’, and drawing attention to the fact that ‘we are

42 cora

speaking [..] about apocalypse in a magic ambiance’.
Walker, the only black speaker on the conference programme,
had also highlighted the surreally removed location of the
conference, telling the crowd, ‘When asked if I’'d ever been to
Aspen before, I had to respond that I’'d never even heard of
Aspen before’.*” The high-altitude resort of Aspen that had
once been seen as the ideal setting for designers to gain
critical distance from their practice was now being criticized

for its physical and symbolic remoteness from the social

problems they should be engaging with.

As moderator, Banham was able to control the final session to
only a limited extent. He contrived to hold back what he
thought would be the ‘most explosive items’ until after the
coffee break. The first part of the morning, Banham told his
wife in the four-page letter he wrote that night, went

quietly: The French Group'’s statement he considered ‘tough,

1 Jean Baudrillard, interview with Jean-Louis Violeau, May 1997, in Jean

Baudrillard, Utopia Deferred, ed. by Stuart Kendall, (New York:
Semiotext(e), 2006), p.18.

2 Jean Baudrillard, ‘Statement Made by the French Group’, Speakers Papers,
IDCA 1970, International Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006,
2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 4-6, The Getty Research Institute, Los
Angeles.

“3 IDCA ’70, Dir. Eli Noyes and Claudia Weill, IDCA, 1970.
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but gentlemanly’, and the ‘Black Statement’, presented by
Stephen Frazier, he saw as ‘routine stuff .. just the usual
threats “we’re together and we'’'re here, baby” — though
effective enough when addressed to an uptight white liberal

audience’.*” (See Illustration 38)

Illustration 38. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing Stephen Frazier
addressing the crowd.

The students’ resolutions, read aloud after the coffee break
by Michael Doyle, shared some of the same goals as the French

% The resolutions called for, among other

Group'’'s statement.
things, the withdrawal of troops from Southeast Asia and an

end to the draft, the legalization of abortion, the

% Tetter from Reyner Banham to his wife, Mary, 19 June, 1970, International

Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 27,
Fol. 3, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

Stephen Frazier, a black industrial designer who brought a group of fifteen
black and Mexican-American students from Chicago to Aspen, was given a
standing ovation for an impromptu speech that drew attention to the symbolic
nature of the black students’ presence at the all-white design conference.
> Michael Doyle, an architect with Lawrence Halprin & Associates and co-
founder of the Environmental Workshop, would go on to become a strategic
planner, change consultant, and coach for corporate and non-profit
organization leaders and, in 1976, to co-author (with David Straus) the
best-selling book on groups, How to Make Meetings Work (New York: Wyden
Books, 1976) as well as to work on training films such as Meetings, Isn’t
There a Better Way? Visucom Productions,1981.
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restoration of land to Native American Indians, and the end of
government persecution of ‘Blacks, Mexican-Americans,

longhairs, homosexuals, and women’.‘"® (See Illustrations 39-41)

Illustration 39. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing Michael Doyle presenting
the students’ resolutions.

%ﬂ; WAR 15 WRECKING,
OUR ENVIRONMENT

:frﬂﬁ{_OMENI) AN AMAAS DIATE
HDORAWAL oF ALL TROOPS AND

WAR
MACHNERY FRom & E ASIA

=

Illustration 40. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing the students
resolutions.

406 sResolutions by those attending the 1970 International Design Conference

in Aspen, Friday, June 19, 1970, in recognition of our national-social—
physical environment’.
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Illustration 41. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing attendees signing the
student resolutions.

The final point of the document was the most contentious: it
asked that designers attending the conference ‘refuse to
create structures, advertisements, products, and develop ideas
whose primary purpose is to sell materials for the sole
purpose of creating profit’, stating that, ‘This attitude is a

destructive force in our society’.*”’

Striking at the core of
the design profession, as it was represented by the conference
board, this resolution also pointed to the contradiction in
the conference’s environmental theme being discussed and,
indeed, sponsored by those deeply implicated through their
day-to-day transactions in harming the environment. Stewart
Udall, former Secretary of the Interior from 1961 to 1969,
observed in his keynote speech, that Walter Paepcke ‘would be
amused in 1970, if he were here, to realize that the container
industry is in trouble, and on the defensive with the

408

environment movement’. Very few of the IDCA board members and

407 Ibid.

% gtuart Udall, Speakers Papers, IDCA 1970, International Design Conference
in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 4-6, The Getty
Research Institute, Los Angeles.

In 1970, possibly under pressure from a mounting environmental movement, CCA
sponsored a contest to create a design that would symbolize the recycling
process. CCA would use the symbol to identify packages made from recycled
and recyclable fibres. Gary Anderson, a graduate student at the University
of Southern California in Los Angeles, won the contest, which was judged
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speakers at the 1970 conference could claim to work for
companies whose main goal was not to ‘sell materials for the
sole purpose of creating profit’, and even fewer worked for
companies with environmentally responsible practices. The
corporate contributors for the 1970 conference included Alcoa,
Coca-Cola Company, Ford Motor Company, IBM, and Mobil 0il, all
well known for their resource-heavy manufacturing and

distribution processes.*”

After reading the resolutions aloud, Doyle hectored the
conference attendees into voting on whether or not to adopt
them. Banham noted, ‘It immediately became clear that the
conference was liable to polarize into irreconcilable factions

and split as the tensions of the week came to the surface’.*"°

It was apparent to Banham that even though Noyes and most of
the board were ‘clearly frightened and didn’t want it voted’,
that what he called ‘the Berkeley/Ant Farm/Mad
Environmentalist coalition’ wanted to commit the conference

through a vote.*"!

He suggested that it could be rephrased as a
petition ‘if only as a way of getting the pressure off honest
folks who were frightened of looking conspicuous in the

ensuing mob scenes if they didn’t vote’.*"?

He deliberately kept
the debate going on this point by calling on the loquacious
Jivan Tabibian, and ‘picking up every point from the floor, in
order to give frightened souls a chance to slip out quietly
(they didn’t of course; they went out conspicuously later, and

got shouted at and threatened)’.*"

Doyle denounced the idea of a petition as a ‘cop out’, but

Banham did manage to persuade the assembly that the resolution

during IDCA 1970, with his design based on the Mobius strip and was awarded
his tuition scholarship of $2,500.

% Administrative and financial records, IDCA 1970, International Design
Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 26, Fol. 1-5,
The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

‘0 Tetter from Reyner Banham to his wife, Mary, June 19, 1970, International
Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 27,
Fol. 3, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

41 Tbid.

42 T1bid.

43 T1bid.
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should be voted clause-by-clause, and not as a package, in an
effort to overturn the final anti-corporate design

proposition.*!

Banham’s personal frustration with the whole
event is evident in a parenthetical aside in the letter to his
wife: ‘(I was doing the whole show single-handed without a
whisper of help from Houseman or the Board. In fact, there
were a couple of moments during the shouting when I was sorely
tempted to pull the plug on the whole operation and leave the
Board with the shambles I felt—at that time—they deserved.)’.*"
By the end of the session, by Banham’s reckoning, only half
the conferees remained. ‘I shall not soon forget the hostility
vibes that were coming up from the floor’, he wrote, ‘nor how
uptight the students could get the moment they thought they

weren’t getting their own way’.*'®

Noyes'’s account of the

session, published after the event, tallies with Banham's,
with the addition of his own observation that, during the
voting process, several children were observed standing up

along with their parents to be counted. (See Illustration 42)

Illustration 42. Still from IDCA '70 showing children in the
audience.

‘4 Audio cassette, Summary, Michael Doyle, Fischer, Tabibian, Banham, 1970,

International Design Conference in Aspen papers, MSIDCA87, Box 11, Fol. 578,
Special Collections and University Archives, University of Illinois at
Chicago.

‘® Tetter from Reyner Banham to his wife, Mary, 19 June, 1970, International
Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 27,
Fol. 3, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

4% Tbid.
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Noyes wrote, as an official summation:

There was a tremendous reaction to the events of the morning,
many of which came to my attention as President. It was clear
that the vote was not an official statement by IDCA of its
Board, but a statement by a minority of the conferees who were
nevertheless a majority in the tent at that time. Among the
complaints I received were that the vote was illegal, that is
was pressed through with a small threat of violence, that
conferees who wished not to be identified with some or all of
the points were nevertheless made to appear involved, and so
forth.*

As moderator of the closing session, the 48-year-old Banham
found himself in an awkward position: as an educator and
sympathizer with student sit-ins that had taken place in
London in the last two years, he wanted to give the students
and environmentalists airtime. Less than a decade before this,
students at the Bartlett School of Architecture, University
College, London had invited Banham to give lectures for their
own alternative course, which they were running concurrently
with the official degree programme. By 1970, however, he was
an officially appointed professor at the college’s newly
formed School of Environmental Studies. Furthermore, as an
advisor to the IDCA board, a prior conference chairman, the
editor of The Aspen Papers, and a close friend of Noyes, he
also felt loyalty toward the conference organizers against
whom the protests were directed. Ultimately, Banham adhered to
the consensus-building tendency that had characterized IDCA to
date. By contrast, the writer Tony Cohan, who travelled to the
conference with the California environmentalists, advocated
dissensus, calling for a new conference format in which ‘the
thrust would have been away from language and toward action
encounter, away from fruitless attempts at consensus and

toward forms that incorporate conflict’.*'®

Only the year before, at the 1969 conference, titled ‘The Rest

of Our Lives’ — and as if he were speaking directly to the

‘7 Eliot Noyes, Conference Summary, Speakers Papers, IDCA 1970, International

Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28,
Fol. 4-6, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

‘® Tony Cohan, ‘Questions About Approach Plague Aspen’, Progressive
Architecture, August 1970, p. 39.
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following year'’'s attendees — George Nelson had given a speech
in which he warned of the self-perpetuating nature of
establishments, despite the efforts of the hippies to
overthrow them: ‘But let us rejoice prematurely at the
impending doom hovering over the establishments, for the
blanket-carrying party members of the young (I'm referring to
the party founded by Linus, not Marx, Lenin and Engels) and
the bearded, barefoot conformists are presently going to set

up new establishments no better or worse than the old ones’.*"

The question of how to engage with, and how to resist, the
liberal establishment preoccupied the earnest and impassioned
students at the Aspen conference just as it did students more
generally in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It was clear,
however, that new forms of resistance were necessary; mere
criticism as it was conventionally practiced in a written form

was no longer suited to the task.

During IDCA 1969 at a meeting arranged by the student
attendees, to which they had invited some of the speakers
(including Nelson), discussion had turned to the widely
publicized attempt to create a public park in Berkeley on an
unused lot, and whether or not to work with the establishment,
to become a part of it, try to destroy it, or to create a new
establishment. The report of the meeting records that,
‘Finally one student in anger said, “You can’t write a letter
to a vending machine; you have to kick it!” Again there was

applause’ .**°

After the storm: the IDCA board meeting

It was traditional for the IDCA board of directors to convene
immediately following a conference. On Saturday 20 June, 1970,
the morning after the stormy closing session, the following

board members gathered in an Aspen Institute seminar room:

‘1% George Nelson, untitled lecture, Speakers Papers, IDCA 1969, International
Design Conference in Aspen Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 25,
Fol. 1-5, The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.

2% student Handbook, IDCA 1970, International Design Conference in Aspen
Records 1949-2006, 2007.M.7, Series 1, Box 28, Fol. 8, The Getty Research
Institute, Los Angeles.
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Eliot Noyes, Ben Yoshioka, Saul Bass, Herbert Bayer, Peter
Blake, Ralph Caplan, William C Janss, John Massey, George
Nelson, Herbert Pinzke, Jack Roberts, and Henry Wolf. Also
present were William Houseman, the 1970 programme chairman;
Richard Farson, 1971 chairman elect; Merrill Ford, executive
secretary; and advisors Reyner Banham and Alex Strassle. Fred
Noyes, Eliot’s other son, was invited at the behest of some
board members as an interpreter for the foreign-seeming

student contingent. (See Illustration 43)

Illustration 43. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing IDCA board members Saul
Bass and Ralph Caplan.

Illustration 44. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing Fred Noyes, Eliot Noyes’
son.
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When asked if he could describe what the students would like
the conference to become, Fred Noyes resisted the idea that
the students could be considered a unified body with one
easily communicated point of view. By the time of the meeting,
however, the directors had convinced themselves of a ‘them and
us’ situation. Henry Wolf said: ‘Unless we design a form where
all this energy can be used there will be a takeover. We have
been trying to pacify them. We have to come up with a plan of

channeling their energy’.*"’

The discussion returned repeatedly to the failures of the
conference format. Houseman, whose weak programming may have
been partly responsible for the ensuing chaos, appears to have
been remarkably sensitive to the interests of the attendees,

after all. The meeting minutes record his belief that,

First of all, the conference in our society has been on the
endangered species list. I'm not sure we shouldn’t let it die.
If that is so, I'm not so sure that the boards of directors of
conferences are not also on the endangered species list. It
seems to me you should stop this Conference or alter it
radically. And I mean make it a radical conference.*??

Toward the end of the three-and-a-half-hour meeting Noyes, who
stated that the conference has left him ‘battered, bruised,
stale, and weary'’, resigned his presidency of the IDCA, a

position he’d held for five years:

It now does appear that this form has become unsatisfactory to
enough people that we should never try to stage a conference in
this way again. While we have not learned from any individual
or any of the dissenting groups what kind of conference they
would like, it appears to me that it would be something so
different from our past conferences and perhaps from our
concerns with design that it must be put together with an
entirely new vision if it is to continue.**?

*2l Minutes of Meeting, IDCA 1970, p. 4, Minutes 1966-1973, International

Design Conference in Aspen papers, MSIDCA87, Box 2, Fol. 25, Special
Collections and University Archives, University of Illinois at Chicago.
22 Tbid.

423 Tbid.
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The other directors clearly felt less depressed, however, as
the majority voted that there should be another conference,

after all. (See illustration 45)

Illustration 45. Still from IDCA ‘70 showing IDCA board members

voting to continue the conference.

Charged with organizing the following year'’s conference,
Richard Farson, dean of the School of Design at the newly
formed CalArts, shared his vision for what a radically

redesigned conference might look like:

I would like to run a high-risk design conference.

Very dignified and sleazy, very specific and general. I would
like to go both ways at once. I question the star system. I
think we may need names to get them into the tent, but beyond
that we don’t need them. Reverse the flow of communication. [..]
It shouldn’t be just informational. It should be mind-
stretching. [..] Should be mo