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Introduction


Everything, as American graphic designer Paul Rand once said, is design. A flamboyant claim when made in the 1990s, it’s pretty much a given today. Signing a global treaty or developing a space programme, making a shopping list or booking a holiday – almost any premeditated action can now be considered an act of design.


In that context, this is a necessarily conservative book, taking a Western-oriented walk through the emergence of industrial design. Even within that limited compass, however, there is an astonishing richness, some of which, hopefully, is captured in these 50 ideas. They are tackled in a loosely chronological order, from early predecessors and progenitors, to the arrival and glory days of Modernism, to the more fractured present.


Over that period, design – originally derived from the Italian for ‘drawing’ – has become one of the most powerful words in language, seen as offering vital solutions to the world’s challenges, embodying an abiding commitment to improving lives, and comprising a fundamental part of what makes us human. All this, while carrying a towering luxury industry in its wake. So it’s probably worth retaining just a little scepticism about the use of the term. Sometimes ‘thinking’ may well be a more accurate one – or the better approach to a problem.


Inevitably, this book draws on a wide range of specialist resources that I don’t have space to mention. The least I can do is to suggest that, if you find one or other idea particularly intriguing, do go out and read more about it. You’ll find authors who are immeasurably better informed and equipped to do these subjects real justice. I’ve hugely enjoyed reading their work in recent months, and perhaps you might too.


John Jervis










01 Mass Production


As a term, ‘mass production’ is confusing. How else would you describe the billions of coins made during the Roman Empire (27 BCE–476 CE), or the huge quantities of ceramics produced for export and home markets in China during the Song dynasty (960–1279 CE)? But today, it usually suggests something more specific: a production process incorporating manufacturing methods that evolved during the Industrial Revolution and were fully realized during the early 20th century. These include automated machinery, standardized interchangeable components, moving assembly lines and the division of labour, in which individuals were allocated specific roles in the production process, employing specialized skills related to that role.


Military beginnings


There are many competing claims around the origins of mass production – difference in emphasis plays a role, as does nationalism – but the American version encompasses many of its components. In 1798, Eli Whitney received an order from the US government to produce 10,000 muskets at his Connecticut armoury, with standardized parts that could be swapped in and out, facilitating repair and, in theory, manufacture, but requiring high levels of accuracy. Water-driven machinery was introduced, lessening the need for skilled labour and increasing specialization in workers’ tasks. Whitney’s levels of success and innovation are highly debatable. French arms manufacturers had already experimented with interchangeability, while efforts to optimize screw threads were underway in Germany. In Britain, hundreds of thousands of standardized rigging blocks were manufactured in Portsmouth’s Royal Dockyards from 1803 using all-metal machinery created by French-born engineer Marc Isambard Brunel. But Whitney’s work gave additional impetus to the spread of assembly lines and the development of precision machinery to produce standard components and test their consistency.


Better futures


Gradually, interchangeability and mechanization were applied to less dangerous ends in the United States, including sewing machines and bicycles, and becoming known, collectively, as the American System. With the implementation of ‘scientific management’ in the country’s factories from the 1890s – time-and-motion studies to determine the most efficient layouts – the era of mass production had arrived, promoting the quality, availability and affordability of consumer goods for mass audiences, improving the lives of many. Perhaps the definitive example is Henry Ford’s introduction of moving assembly lines to his Michigan plant in 1913, implementing the ideas of Frederick Winslow Taylor, the ‘founding father’ of scientific management. As well as economies of scale and time, these innovations led to another familiar consequence of mass production. Unhappiness with the relentless and repetitive nature of the new working conditions had to be alleviated by doubling the salaries of plant employees.




Mass production is not merely quantity production, for this may be had with none of the requisites of mass production. Nor is it merely machine production, which also may exist without any resemblance to mass production. Mass production is the focusing upon a manufacturing project of the principles of power, accuracy, economy, system, continuity, and speed.


Henry Ford, 1926





Designing mass production


Despite the impression given by such origin stories, mass production is not a static process, but one constantly being redesigned in response to changes in technology, regulations, raw materials, supply chains and global politics. Scientific management still plays a role – it is now possible to implement a constant feedback loop gathering data on a massive scale – but experimentation, innovation and improvisation are also vital. Obvious examples are the harnessing of new technologies, from the groundbreaking addition of robotic arms to assembly lines by General Motors in 1961, to the gradual adoption of 3D-printing in recent years, providing short runs of components and machine parts quickly and conveniently, but at a high cost per unit.


Such changes are often seen as having negative impacts on working culture, but they can also be positive. In the 1950s, pioneering efforts were made to introduce ‘just-in-time’ manufacturing – holding raw materials only for immediate needs, and producing goods when required, not in advance – to reduce waste and increase the competitiveness of Toyota’s plants. This led to the establishment of teams of employees, each encouraged to contribute collectively to the continuous improvement of processes. To pursue increased productivity via a culture of collaboration and communication was an implied rebuke to scientific management’s dehumanizing approach to efficiency. In the 1990s, this mindset had evolved into an all-encompassing ‘lean production’ methodology, prioritizing the creation of teams to harness employees’ insights and talents, and fostering a culture that encourages feedback and reduces power dynamics. Such concerns might more naturally be associated with the creative sector, so it is not so surprising that lean principles have been adopted by such companies as Pixar and Spotify.




Innovation







Mass production has a difficult relationship with innovation. To remain competitive, processes and products must constantly be refined, and the speed and quantities involved should allow for constant iteration and improvement. Yet, by its nature, mass production relies on complex global supply chains, with multiple firms providing parts that must operate to consistent international standards to remain interchangeable across products, companies and countries. To alter one component in a single item can have a significant impact across a business, increasing costs, timelines and prices. Similarly, assembly lines are expensive to build, as are distribution networks – stopping production to accommodate change is a costly undertaking. Improvements in 3D-printing are gradually alleviating some of these issues, but they still play a major role in allowing smaller companies with lower budgets, less infrastructure and shorter production runs to play a disproportionate role in design innovation.





Where next?


Customization has long been hailed as the next big challenge to norms in mass production. Improvements in 3D-printing technology, computer-aided design and artificial intelligence are key to realizing this scenario, facilitating the rapid manufacture of both prototypes and purpose-built components, while allowing designs to be optimized on an iterative basis, and predicting future preferences and demands. Mass production will need to evolve in turn, for instance by the increased adoption of cellular manufacturing, in which small ‘cells’ of employees and machinery are grouped together, each dedicated to the production of specific products or components, but with the skills and resources to shift quickly to processing similar products, enhancing flexibility and efficiency.


A more significant challenge to current models of mass production might come with the acceptance by international bodies of the concept of degrowth, ending the current prioritization given to ever-increasing economic productivity. By shifting to alternative metrics around sustainable development, strong public services and increased well-being, both ecological and social breakdown could perhaps be avoided. If adopted, mass production’s principles and practices would require profound rethinks, as would those of the design industry.


The condensed idea
Automation for affordability, availability and prosperity










02 Design Reform


On a semi-regular basis, countries have a crisis of confidence about design. One took place in Great Britain in the mid-19th century – a meltdown so extreme that it gave birth to the world’s first design museum, sited in its own extensive cultural quarter; the first-ever ‘world’s fair’, attended by more than six million people; and an extraordinary ‘palace of crystal’ in London’s Hyde Park.


Towards a common standard


In part, this situation emerged from international trade’s growing importance to the British economy. Reliant on exports of manufactured goods to bring in the food needed for its growing population, and the raw materials needed to sustain its ageing factories, Britain was confronted by markets growing their own industries, and erecting trade barriers to protect them. It was clear that British manufacturers needed to improve the quality of their output to flourish. Confronted by the superior artistry on display at a series of national exhibitions in Paris – a symptom of France’s own anguish at its laggardly industrialization – many in Britain saw design as key to improving industrial production, international exports and national prestige.


Yet this self-doubt had other causes too. In a country growing richer, the conspicuous inequality, squalor and ongoing social unrest all suggested a society in need of fundamental reform – political, economic, moral and religious. Again, design was seen as having a fundamental role to play in improving standards in industry and education, and increasing wealth and cohesion across the classes.


To the modern mind, it can be hard to grasp the equivalence in which Victorians held the design of society and the design of manufactures. Yet a common standard of taste, expressing national character and moral truths, could bind the country together, building a commitment to utility over vanity, and a shared vision of the country’s essential qualities. That this standard should be determined by a cultural elite, and imposed on those beneath, was taken as a given. A number of polemicists emerged – design reformers – arguing vigorously about the precise nature of this single absolute standard, and how to achieve it, but they did so in the belief that that they were promoting social and moral welfare, improving the conditions and education of the masses.


The message of good design


Some of this fervour centred on deploring the excessive and eclectic ornamentation applied to industrial goods, which failed to match their true purpose, and also the slapdash copying of historic forms. Both these were seen as resulting from manufacturers prioritizing economy and pandering to new, volatile consumer markets willing to follow their own paths and preferences. Re-exerting control of taste related to fundamental concerns about a fracturing society – thus the urgency of spreading the message of good design through exhibitions, museums and manuals of household hints. It was clear that a new breed of artists was needed – ones who could act as intermediaries between manufacturers and markets, creating goods suitable for mass-production, attractive to consumers, and embodying approved design principles. Dedicated design schools were needed.


To all these ends, a committee was set up in 1835 by the UK parliament ‘to inquire into the best means of extending a knowledge of the Arts and the Principle of Design among the People (especially the Manufacturing Population) of the Country’. Two years later, the first Government School of Design was founded, after much debate on whether the curriculum should focus on practical experience or fine arts when equipping students with the skills to create designs for industrially produced goods – a diverse mix of pattern-making, anatomical drawing and botanical studies resulted.


One of the loudest voices was that of Henry Cole, later to deliver the Great Exhibition, direct the Victoria and Albert Museum, and found The Journal of Design to promote ‘the germs of a style that England of the 19th century may call its own’. For Cole, an alliance between industry and design was key to ensuring the quality (and export) of British goods, while it was incumbent on those with culture to educate the masses: ‘Taste has its principles as well as morals, which people understand and know. . .I think to act upon the principle “everyone to his taste” would be as mischievous as “everyone to his morals”.’


With similar views on the role of design, architect Augustus Pugin is most famous for his powerful interiors for the Houses of Parliament, encompassing everything from ceilings to washstands. But he differed from Cole in his exclusive championing of the Gothic style as existing in spiritual and aesthetic harmony with the English character, and offering a template for resetting the foundations of society. Less concerned with markets and mass production, he believed in revealing material and construction to express essential truths and, with even more vigour than Cole, rejected superficial application of ornament on furniture, interiors and architecture. He reserved particular antipathy for illusions of depth on surfaces, whether fake architectural niches on wallpaper or naturalistic floral patterns – the latter should be geometric compositions to fill space rather than ‘give a fictitious idea of relief, as if bunches of flowers were laid on’.




The great test of Architectural beauty is the fitness of the design to the purpose for which it is intended, and it is from this that the leading ideas of any architectural arrangement must spring.


Augustus Pugin, 1836






A slow burn


The devotion to flat, abstracted designs would, like many of the reformers’ beliefs, later be reflected in the work of such influential figures as Owen Jones, Christopher Dresser and William Morris, but it’s debatable whether design reform succeeded in its own terms. Despite their extensive involvement in the Great Exhibition, most reformers were disappointed by the floridity and variable quality on display, while popular taste continued on its different, diverse and possibly more democratic paths. The impact of their new principles was largely confined to luxury goods, rather than the mass-produced items they sought to transform.


Yet for the Great Exhibition’s jury, a ‘great truth’ had been expressed – that ‘art and taste are henceforth to be considered as elements of industry and trade, of scarcely less importance than the most powerful machinery’. It was a fundamental moment in the emergence of modern design, and of the design profession, giving design and designers a central role in industrial production and a moral weight in society that – even though it took a very long time – eventually reshaped popular tastes too.




Crushed petals







Despite the impassioned voices decrying naturalistic forms on homewares, the market for florid wallpapers remained, and reformers were viewed with some scorn, not least by novelist Charles Dickens. In Hard Times (1854), which tackles industrialization, an official (a caricature of Henry Cole) delivers a stern lecture to Sissy, the young circus girl embodying both imagination and common sense: ‘You are not to have, in any object of use or ornament, what would be a contradiction in fact. You don’t walk upon flowers in fact; you cannot be allowed to walk upon flowers in carpets. You don’t find that foreign birds and butterflies come and perch upon your crockery; you cannot be permitted to paint foreign birds and butterflies upon your crockery. . .You must use. . .for all these purposes, combinations and modifications (in primary colours) of mathematical figures which are susceptible of proof and demonstration. This is the new discovery. This is fact. This is taste.’ In years to come, many Modernist designers would take Dickens’s satire as a model for advancing their cause.





The condensed idea
Restoring society through design










03 The Great Exhibition


The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations, held in London’s Hyde Park from May to October 1851, kicks off many design books, positioned as the starting point of modern design. But the precise nature of the objects displayed is often given limited attention in contrast to the structure that housed them. Dubbed the Crystal Palace by the contemporary press, this vast edifice of glass and iron is seen as pivotal to modernity – a moment at which architecture shifted from building solid mass to capturing space.


Primarily designed by horticulturalist Joseph Paxton, the world’s largest building was constructed at speed and on the cheap from mass-produced, prefabricated parts. Its model was a glasshouse, with its exterior – 563m long and 33m tall (1,847 × 108ft) – covered in 300,000 of the largest panes of glass available. This mixture of lightweight, modular construction with scale and grandeur pointed to the future, to the industrialization of architecture. In decades to come, Modernist architects and designers would continually cite its importance – for its honesty in employing materials, for its otherworldliness, but also as a total expression of a building system as much as a building in its own right. As proof of that system’s flexibility, as well as its more down-to-earth objectives, a barrel vault was added at the last minute, retaining existing elm trees and mollifying those angry at the despoilation of the park.


Under the vault


Despite its wonders, the Crystal Palace was intended merely as a container for the Great Exhibition’s purpose, expressed in 100,000 exhibits across ten miles of display tables. These had been gathered largely at the behest of two men: Prince Albert, consort to Queen Victoria, and civil servant Henry Cole, previously involved in everything from railway gauges to postage stamps but increasingly concerned with the poor design of British manufactured goods. Denouncing the government’s new school of design, he fought to establish a range of new design principles, including the balance of decorative standards and utility, the appropriateness of decoration to function, and the subservience of ornament to construction.


In an era of global trade, and with Britain’s monopoly on mass production waning, a decline in exports and rise in imports were feared, with consequent impacts on the economy and employment. Holding a massive display on the sophisticated model of the French national exhibitions of the 1830s and 1840s would raise the standards of manufacture, as well as improve the taste of the public, artisans, designers and industrialists, expanding internal and external markets. After prolonged debate, Prince Albert decreed that this event was to be ‘not merely national in its scope and benefits, but comprehensive of the whole world’, celebrating the mutual benefits of free trade, promoting British industry to all, and offering the opportunity to learn from the best of foreign produce.


In total, 14,000 exhibitors took part, those from Britain and its ‘colonies and dependencies’ housed in one half of the Crystal Palace, and those from 34 ‘foreign states’ in the other, all centred around an 8m-tall (26ft) fountain of pink glass. Exhibits were categorized as manufactures, machines, materials or fine art, with steam engines, spinning machines and steam hammers proving particularly popular. A contemporary guide detailed how ‘every one may be able to see how cloth is made for his clothes, leather for boots, linen for shirts, silk for gowns, ribbons and handkerchiefs; how lace is made; how a pin and needle, a button, a knife, a sheet of paper, a ball of thread, a nail, a screw, a pair of stockings are made, how a carpet is woven.’ A series of courts dedicated to Greece, Egypt, Tunisia, Assyria, India and elsewhere also proved a big draw, while the newly acquired Koh-i-Noor diamond was granted its own display space in the central gallery. And throughout were the ‘manufactures’ – textiles, furniture, ceramics, ironware, jewellery and more – provided by both British and foreign companies, many choosing their most flamboyant products to stand out amid the hubbub.


Brickbats and bouquets


Reactions to the Great Exhibition varied wildly, but its impact was undeniable. Over 24 weeks, it drew more than six million visitors across all social classes, including the teenage William Morris, who expressed disgust while sitting on a bench outside. Charlotte Brontë’s response was more enthusiastic: ‘It seems as if magic only could have gathered this mass of wealth from all the ends of the earth – as if none but supernatural hands could have arranged it thus, with such a blaze and contrast of colours and marvellous power of effect. The multitude filling the great aisles seems ruled and subdued by some invisible influence.’ Queen Victoria, at the opening of her husband’s tour de force, was ‘filled with devotion, more so than any service I ever heard.’


Voices from the design community, including those who had helped organize the event, were generally critical, attacking the floridity, historicism and ornamentation of the machine-made products on display. Leading design reformer Owen Jones asserted that most exhibits displayed ‘novelty without beauty, beauty without intelligence and all work without faith’. He turned for solace to the Indian exhibits, which showed ‘all the principles, all the unity, all the truth, for which we had looked elsewhere in vain’. Art critic John Ruskin felt that the lesson to be learned from the Great Exhibition was that ‘design in the hands of a machine-minded money-seeking generation tends to take a downward curve’. However, contemporary products gathered by architect Augustus Pugin for his Medieval Court came in for wide praise, in part because they evinced the moral quality that much of the exhibition lacked, and in part because they favoured abstraction over naturalism, crystallizing a trend that was to remain dominant in British design for a century or more.




It is a wonderful place – vast, strange, new and impossible to describe. Its grandeur does not consist in one thing, but in the unique assemblage of all things. Whatever human industry has created, you find there.


Charlotte Brontë, 1851





Net effects


Despite attacks on French goods from Cole’s new Journal of Design, it remained clear that the country’s long superiority in luxury manufacture remained intact. Debates began as to whether pursuing quality in both mass production and luxury markets was viable, or a certain way to fail in both, with some pointing to the strength of American and German industry as the real threat to British manufacturing. The vigour of such discussions indicates one of the Great Exhibition’s achievements – the fostering of an extensive, and sometimes angry discourse around all aspects of what was now increasingly referred to as ‘design’, including methods of production, but even more on morals, markets and aesthetics. In tandem, the huge attendances heralded the emergence of a mass activity focused on the scrutiny and acquisition of goods. The government had, at considerable cost, staged a major exhibition to impose standards of good taste on the nation, from manufacturers to general public, and unleashed a new world of spectacle and consumerism.




An impressive legacy







Over the years, writers have credited the Great Exhibition with many progenies. First, and most obviously, it resulted in an explosion of international expositions, with one held almost every year for the rest of the century, including such famous examples as the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia and the 1889 Exposition Universelle, which bequeathed the Eiffel Tower to Paris. Secondly, part of the event’s £186,000 profit was put towards the establishment of a pioneering museum of design – today’s Victoria and Albert Museum – rapidly emulated across Europe and America, with their collections often sourced from international expositions. Soon, department stores sought to translate the format’s popular success across social classes into a permanent and commercial form. Paris’s Exposition Universelle in 1867, for instance, led to major expansions at leading stores Le Bon Marché and Printemps, the latter even installing the event’s groundbreaking elevators. Finally, as a place of leisure and voyeurism – scrutinizing products and people – the shopping mall is perhaps the ultimate embodiment of the Great Exhibition’s legacy, revealing design as a tool of self-realization, of social progress, of aspiration and competition, all under glass atria.





The condensed idea
Design as spectacle










04 Arts and Crafts


Condemnation of industry, and its assault on nature and human dignity, was nothing new in 1887, when the Arts & Crafts Exhibition Society was founded. In the mid-19th century, however, that criticism expanded to its impact on the decorative arts too. For Richard Redgrave, a judge at London’s famed Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations in 1851, the extraordinary new machinery on display gave manufacturers ‘the ability to produce the florid and overloaded as cheaply as simple forms’, pandering to the debased tastes of a mass audience. The teenage William Morris – later to become the Arts & Crafts Exhibition Society’s president – was blunter, calling the exhibited products ‘wonderfully ugly’.


The inspiration of John Ruskin


In his early journey from aspiring clergyman to poetry, painting and eventually design, William Morris was inspired by the art critic John Ruskin. In stirring prose, Ruskin drew a direct line between the failings of industrial goods and those of industrial production, contrasting both with Gothic architecture, with its ‘profound sympathy with the fullness and wealth of the material universe’. For Ruskin, the division of labour had removed the sense of achievement that came with engaging directly with materials, and from creating goods from start to finish. Endless repetitive tasks extracted joy from work, while creating hierarchies of both social classes and the arts, with decorative arts firmly positioned at the base. The result was shoddy and ‘dishonest’ goods, degraded lives and a diminished society, in which only the pursuit of wealth mattered.


The birth of Arts and Crafts


By the 1860s, William Morris had become the figurehead of a movement to reform the design and production of everyday objects, as well as decorative ones. He asked, ‘What business have we with art at all, unless all can share it?’ For Morris, as for Ruskin, the benefits of productive, pleasurable work were reflected in the quality and beauty of its output. His fear was that the potential to produce such work had been all but eroded by industry. To counter this prospect, he championed rural crafts, small workshops and the equality of the arts, while arguing that workers’ conditions should be improved, and that artists should produce their own designs.


In 1861, Morris established the firm that was to become Morris & Co., producing both ‘necessary work-a-day furniture’ and ‘state furniture’, as well as textiles, stained glass and ceramics, often drawing on medieval precedents. Among its many talented designers were architects including William Burges and Philip Webb, the latter of whom also designed Morris’s first home; Pre-Raphaelite painters including Ford Madox Brown and Dante Gabriel Rossetti; and Morris’s daughter May, who later founded the Women’s Guild of Arts. By 1877, Morris & Co. had opened its own showroom on London’s Oxford Street, and four years later established its own workshop in the south of the capital, bringing together much of its manufacturing.




Mechanical Toil will sweep over all the handiwork of man, and art will be gone.


William Morris, 1881





Morris’s views on design tended to the austere: ‘Our furniture should be good citizen’s furniture, solid and well made in workmanship, and in design should have nothing about it that is not easily defensible, no monstrosities or extravagances, not even of beauty, lest we weary of it’. Many of Morris & Co.’s furniture designs were modest, adapting rural typologies that possessed an aesthetic and practicality proven by time. Common materials and simple joinery were used, with the latter exposed for decorative effect. Morris himself increasingly concentrated on textile and wallpaper patterns that drew on European and Middle Eastern precursors, balancing expression and formality to reveal nature rather than imitate it.


A blunted ambition


Given their handcrafted production, the company’s goods could not compete with mass-produced alternatives in price, so much of Morris’s time was spent ‘ministering to the swinish luxury of the rich’, as he put it. Whether there was, in fact, a popular appetite for Morris & Co.’s output is open to debate – improvements in production processes meant that far greater colour and comfort were available elsewhere. As it became clear to Morris that his work was failing to protect craft, or bring benefits to the wider population, he gradually moved towards an acceptance of mechanization as necessary to improving people’s lives, and towards socialism as a solution to society’s failings.




Strawberry Thief







First produced in 1883, Strawberry Thief is among the best known of William Morris’s textile designs, inspired by thrushes raiding strawberries in the garden of his Oxfordshire home, Kelmscott Manor, and intended to be draped on walls or furniture, or turned into curtains. One of the most expensive cotton fabrics sold by Morris & Co., it was printed by hand with woodblocks, with costly indigo – ‘the only real blue dye’ according to Morris – applied via a complex bleaching method that created two different shades. Despite the cost, it proved, and remains, one of his most popular designs, formal and fluid, with its rich colours enhanced by sharp outlines.




[image: ]








Yet the Arts and Crafts movement had an enormous impact in Britain and beyond, inspiring a profusion of associations, schools and workshops in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, from the United States to Japan. Some, such as the Deutsche Werkbund, helped lay the path towards Modernism, embracing Morris’s concern for simplicity and functionality, but coming to more complete accommodations with mass production. Others, such as the Guild and School of Handicraft, founded in London by Arts and Crafts architect C R Ashbee, stayed true to craft as both mode of production and ethical proposition, but eventually decamped to rural settings as markets and skilled labour proved elusive, turning into communities as much as manufacturers. Their decision to focus on practising and preserving craft was criticized at the time as a short-sighted refusal to engage with the modern world. A century or so later, this retreat feels rather more radical.


The condensed idea
Craft as the meeting point of art and life










05 Aestheticism


European design in the 19th century was a pretty heavy affair. Reformers in Britain believed that better education was vital to improve the quality of industrial goods, and to fight off international competition. Training the general public in good taste was also key, building a domestic market and inculcating a mutual vision for the country’s future. The Arts and Crafts movement went further with this moralizing, seeing craft as emblematic of a just society, in contrast to the dehumanizing effects of mass production. Simplicity in form and honesty in materials and construction were a consequence and symbol of these deeply held beliefs.


At some point, all this seriousness was going to cause a backlash. When this came, in the 1860s, it adopted the French slogan l’art pour l’art – ‘art for art’s sake’. For the leaders of this new Aesthetic movement, the leaden nature of Victorian design was to be cast aside, as was the ugliness of industry. The moral hectoring of the Arts and Craft movement, with its over-priced armchairs, was also spurned. Instead, beauty was all. Before long, that conviction was to cross the Atlantic, and find counterparts throughout Europe.


Beauty reveals everything


The most eloquent champion of Aestheticism, until blunted by his imprisonment for ‘gross indecency’, was the poet and playwright Oscar Wilde. Written in 1890, his essay ‘The Critic as Artist’ – the nearest thing to a manifesto of the movement – opens with a powerful passage equating art with music, which concludes: ‘Beauty has as many meanings as man has moods. Beauty is the symbol of symbols. Beauty reveals everything, because it expresses nothing. When it shows itself, it shows us the whole fiery-coloured world.’




The art that is frankly decorative is the art to live with.


Oscar Wilde, 1891





At this point, perhaps 30 years had passed since Aestheticism’s tentative beginnings. The artists and designers associated with the movement took inspiration from myriad sources, one of which was, somewhat ironically, the Arts and Crafts movement. In large part, this was to do with Arts and Crafts’ goal of bringing art into everyday life, but the undeniable beauty of its products, from the wallpapers of William Morris to the architecture of Philip Webb, also had a lot to do with it. In emotional terms, the Pre-Raphaelite movement was probably a closer sibling, with such romantically inclined artists and poets as Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Edward Burne-Jones embracing colour, nature and literature in the pursuit of truth and beauty in a manner that overlapped with the Aesthetic movement.


Other inspirations included everything from Neoclassical sculpture to Egyptian temples, but Japanese art and design was adopted with particular passion. Ukiyo-e prints reached Europe in the wake of the country’s ‘opening up’ to the West in 1854, bringing a new simplicity and sophistication in their wake. They provoked admiration for their flattened perspectives, asymmetrical compositions and use of blank space, as well as such decorative details as latticework and cherry blossom. Displayed en masse with other Japanese artefacts at the 1862 International Exhibition in South Kensington, the effect was intense. A number of British architects adopted japonisme with enthusiam, as evidenced by Thomas Jeckyll’s patterned fire surrounds bearing stylized Japanese motifs like sunflowers and dragonflies, or the ebonized wooden sideboards of E W Godwin, with pared-back rectilinear designs that still look startlingly modern today.


Even more surprising are the teapots and toast racks in electroplated silver designed by Christopher Dresser, previously associated with the design reform movement. In 1876, he was the first Western designer to tour Japan, importing the country’s goods thereafter. His experiences contributed to the symmetrical, unadorned geometric forms of his tableware, which still appear almost out of time. Designed for mass production by different companies, they have gained him the title of the ‘father of industrial design’.


But, if pressed to choose just one artist as the epitome of Aestheticism, it would be the American painter James McNeill Whistler, who arrived in London in 1859, having spent five hedonistic and formative years among the Parisian avant-garde. The lyrical qualities of his paintings and prints, depicting everything from nocturnal London to enigmatic full-length figures, drew on a multiplicity of sources, including Japanese prints and French Realism. They employed simple forms and muted tones, evoking a reaction akin to music – an association reflected in their titles – in contrast to the literalism of so much Victorian art.




The Peacock Room







Also known as Harmony in Blue and Gold, the Peacock Room is possibly the masterpiece of Aestheticism. Created in 1876 for the Kensington home of shipping magnate F R Leyland – an ardent collector of Chinese blue-and-white porcelain – it was shipped across to Detroit by industrialist Charles Lang Freer in 1904, and now lives in the Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. Designer Thomas Jeckyll was commissioned to transform Leyland’s dining room for the display of his collection, introducing Japanese elements such as latticework shelves, but James McNeill Whistler took over when Jeckyll fell ill in 1876, and was told to complete the project with only minor changes. It took on a life, and aesthetic, of its own. Whistler painted over Leyland’s imported leather wall coverings and gilded the shelves, justifying his actions: ‘I went on – without design or sketch – it grew as I painted. I reached such a point of perfection – putting in every touch with such freedom – that when I came round to the corner where I started, why, I had to paint part of it over again, as the difference would have been too marked. And the harmony in blue and gold developing, you know, I forgot everything in my joy in it!’
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