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Preface



This book is about how people constructed one of the ideas that shapes the world we live in. Over the period from about 1890 through about 2010, people around the globe came to understand a set of previously unrelated concepts—beauty, function, problem solving, human-centeredness, experience, even thinking itself—as components of one single megaconcept. They invested faith and capital in this megaconcept, made it meaningful and valuable, and used it to shape first consumer objects and then institutions and systems. In English, they called it “design.”


This could have happened only in the twentieth century. By the 1890s, the changes we now call the Industrial Revolution had transformed Great Britain, most of Europe, and the United States from agrarian and handicraft economies into machine-driven industrial ones. Meanwhile, the “invisible hand” of the market—largely unconstrained by states—had come to dominate everyday life. Industrialization and unregulated markets were uprooting people, degrading their working conditions, squeezing their leisure time, exploiting their children as workers, polluting their rivers and air, and alienating them from the products of their labor.


Now a battle played out over what to do about it. In the 1930s, in response to a global economic crisis and to workers’ demands, Western governments regulated markets and built safety nets: social democratic institutions like redistributive tax regimes, social insurance systems, and labor laws. Then, in the 1970s—after business leaders revolted, and as Westerners obsessed over the perceived existential threat of Soviet communism—nation-states from the United States to Indonesia to Chile systematically dismantled these regulatory constraints and safety nets. Their dismantling opened doors to globalization: the rise of fast-moving global markets dominated by sprawling, effectively unregulated networks of corporate actors, all of which dissolved national identities and subordinated local preferences and needs. The dismantling of regulatory constraints and safety nets also enabled financialization: the displacement of traditional material production, as the chief driver of economies, by complex financial engineering. And it drove a resurgence of wealth inequality across the globe.1


People all over the world tried to ride these waves in ways that might preserve their own dignity and power. Our contemporary idea of design—that hopeful amalgam of a concept—was born in the process. Inventing design helped people imagine reversing some of the damage wrought by the Industrial Revolution. It helped people convince themselves that capitalism fundamentally served human interests; that positive social change could be achieved without politics and government action; that problem solving could be both generative and profitable. And it enabled people of substantial power and privilege to imagine themselves as benevolent actors. “Design,” in short, made capitalism feel, both to its participants and to its subjects, less brutal and inhumane—less destructive, in Joseph Schumpeter’s terms, and more creative. It seemed to give them a way to reclaim the things they’d made and to re-embed them in a human order.2
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No one person decided that all those smaller concepts—beauty and function and human-centeredness and the like—should become one thing. No one person invented the idea of design. Countless people participated, and they did so not intentionally, exactly, but through their everyday conversations and decisions and purchases and writing and labor. What they said and made and sold and bought—and the ideas and beliefs and rules that emerged in the process—constructed the idea of design. Design was invented, in large part, through discourse.


This book is a history, then, of the discourse of design. The word “discourse” comes from the Latin verb for “to run to and fro,” and from another Latin word for “argument.” So a discourse is, figuratively, as the critic Sarah Williams Goldhagen has put it, “a bunch of people running about having an argument—or more correctly, a series of arguments and debates, which are related to one another and governed by a set of underlying concerns or principles.” These arguments are everywhere, and they never end. Discourse is the word cloud we live in, the conversation so inexhaustible we start to hear it as baseline white noise.3


Discourse matters because it helps construct reality. When Steve Jobs tells the New York Times that “design is how it works,” his remark contributes a tiny but meaningful change to the overall consensus regarding what counts as “design.” At this point, quite a lot counts. And what counts as “design” helps determine what goods and services people need and want and how much it all costs to obtain. It helps determine what’s taught to students in colleges and graduate schools, what it feels like to visit a museum exhibit, and who gets to participate in a growing subset of lucrative careers that afford affluent, propertied lives. It decides who’s authorized to lead some of our most powerful institutions. Perhaps least consequentially, it determines how designers actually make the things we buy and use.4


Like any history of discourse, this book is also a history of power. It focuses on the most privileged people. This is both by necessity and (forgive me) by design. Among the members of any society, it’s the most powerful—often white men like the industrial designer Walter Teague, the computer scientist Herbert Simon, the entrepreneur Steve Jobs—whose voices get amplified. Their words get published, their biographies get written, their archives get preserved. Often they get to decide who else speaks and is heard. Their discourse has disproportionate impact. They aren’t the only ones whose voices matter, and they aren’t the only characters in this book. But they do dominate.


This is also a mostly American story. The contemporary discourse of design, particularly in English, was produced by German and Japanese and Scandinavian and Soviet and American (and a world of other) designers and consumers and businesses. But in the end, the twentieth century was, in fact, the American century. The United States was where power lived. Much of design discourse passed through US publications, US television, the corporate guidelines of US-based companies. Americans got to determine the bounds of the global conversation, including the conversation about “design.” Almost all of the characters in this book are either immigrants or the children of immigrants, but most of them end up in the United States.
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This is not a history of all the cool things that people have designed in the history of the world. There’s a place for such dead catalogs, but I don’t find them very interesting. What I do find interesting is the weirdness—and the relative newness—of the idea of design as a unitary concept and driver of value. So this book’s subject is that concept, and the world that that concept has made.5


This book also is not an argument about what design really is—if it has any such transhistorical essence—or what it should be. I don’t care whether “design” exists in some transhistorical way, independent of anyone thinking or talking about it. I care when and why we started believing it does.


I wrote this book for two reasons. One was, roughly, political. In the past few decades, a lot of institutions have embraced design as an approach to problem solving, from cities like Los Angeles and Helsinki hiring “chief design officers” to universities paying lavishly for “design thinking” engagements. This made me uneasy. I worried, for reasons I couldn’t fully articulate even to myself, that relying on this newly fashionable idea to improve social, economic, and political relations might result in more unequal and unjust relations than we began with. I hoped that understanding “design” historically, taking the idea apart into a set of constituent elements born of particular times and places and ideological contexts, might help me make sense of my own unease, and—more idealistically—might strip “design” of a bit of its runaway imaginative power.


The other reason was personal. I run a small team of designers at an American multinational corporation and technology company. And I teach design, on and off, in universities. I think what I do is interesting and challenging and sometimes worthwhile. But I don’t think it’s coherent. Designers do a wild array of kinds of work, from organizing data to creating modular systems of pixels to writing reader-friendly text. Very little of it seems organically related to its other parts. So what, I’ve found myself asking, is design? This book begins to answer this question—not with a definition (I don’t think there’s any single right definition), but at least with an explanation of how we got here.


So those were the impulses that led to the book. Now that I’ve written it, though, there’s another reason I’m glad to have lived with it for so long: writing it has reconnected me with the history of twentieth-century political economy and with the ways that this history has helped define our cultures. I hope reading it does a bit of this for you, too. I hope the book reminds its readers that our seemingly natural cultural forms are, in fact, so many artifacts of the specific histories that made it possible to imagine them. Only when we see our institutions and cultural forms as contingent, after all—only when we see them as historical rather than inevitable—does it become thinkable to try to change them.


5















Introduction





“That’s a great deal to make one word mean,” Alice said in a thoughtful tone.


“When I make a word do a lot of work like that,” said Humpty Dumpty, “I always pay it extra.”


—Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There (1871)






Design is one of the terms that has replaced the word “revolution”!


—Bruno Latour, “A Cautious Prometheus? A Few Steps Toward a Philosophy of Design” (2009)




Design Within Reach was founded in 1998, when a potter-turned-Stanford-MBA named Robert Forbes Jr. realized he could make money by providing wealthy Americans with opportunities to buy furniture that had been overtly “designed.” Before then, buying an object designed by a famous modern designer—say, an Eames lounger, or a Mies van der Rohe chair—usually meant finding an architect or interior designer with access to trade showrooms, since manufacturers, who were often in Europe, had minimum order requirements that exceeded the requirements of an individual or small-business buyer in the United States. Rob Forbes bought twenty containers of high-modern furniture inventory and hired the prestige graphic design firm Pentagram to design a logo. Then he set up an online store, publicized it with a newsletter, and sent out a direct-mail catalog to about 240,000 recipients. Within five years, Design Within Reach had gone public. The stock market valued the company at $211 million.1


One explanation for the success of Design Within Reach is that it took advantage of consumers’ emergent passion for “provenance.” Around the end of the twentieth century, luxury markets—for everything from coffee to textiles to restaurant food—began to tilt toward brands and branded objects that lay explicit claim to specific historical origins. Consumers chose these “heritage brands” because they believed they offered higher quality and perceived their goods to be more “authentic.” Design Within Reach rode the beginning of that wave. It enabled the American consumer to buy not just a chair but a story.2


But there’s another interpretation for the company’s success: the turn of the twenty-first century was a good time to be selling not just any provenance story but a design story. The magazine Wallpaper* had been founded in London in 1996. Grand Designs started in 1999, Dwell in 2000, Project Runway in 2004, Domino in 2005. Roman Mars launched his podcast 99% Invisible, focused on “the hidden world of everyday design,” in 2010, after he noticed that “people on the internet were already talking about design in a different way than [he] had ever experienced before.” By the beginning of 2014, the show was one of iTunes’s top fifty podcasts. Target launched its Made by Design line in 2018. It was, and it remains, a designy time.3
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All these businesses and shows and magazines and product lines understand “design” in a particular way: as the marriage of aesthetics with function. Designed things, in this view, are things that are exceptionally beautiful and work exceptionally well. We could call this a “modernist” concept of design, since it’s roughly what midcentury European and American designers and design consumers meant when they talked about design.


As of 1998, design, as an idea, was still inextricably bound up with that modernist ideal. But it had also come to mean more than that. People associated it with the idea of “problem solving.” It was often described, approvingly, as “human-centered.” And it was taking on new meanings all the time. In 2021, for instance, as the young New York gallerist Emma Scully told the New York Times, design was welcoming “a new wave.”


What was this new wave? Chris Shao, who’d recently opened his Objective Gallery in Shanghai, described group design shows that were less formal thematic investigations and “more of a vibe.” Stephen Markos, who had curated pop-up exhibitions and an Instagram feed before opening his Chinatown gallery Superhouse in 2021, emphasized that the works he showed were meant to be touched, heard, smelled, encountered. In an age of social media, the Times reporter concluded, tastes had skewed toward the unique, the eclectic, the participatory. Design could still be beautiful, be functional, solve problems, be human-centered—but it should also be an experience.4


Design was also becoming a way of thinking. The design agency IDEO began using the phrase “design thinking” in 2003 to refer to the use of design methods, by both designers and nondesigners, to solve problems outside design’s traditional purview. By 2009, the Stanford design school was treating “design thinking,” in cofounder Robert Sutton’s phrase, “more like a religion than a set of practices for sparking creativity.” Whereas IDEO had once specialized in industrial and interaction design, the New York Times Magazine noted in 2016, “now its projects include ‘redesigning’ such abstractions as the school lunch (for the city of San Francisco) or the vote (for Los Angeles County), experimenting with how to lace in 21st-century technology elements and shed out-of-date practices.” “Design thinking” had become “a reigning ideology in which every object, symbol or pool of information is just another design problem awaiting some solution.”5
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In 2009, the French philosopher and social scientist Bruno Latour marveled at “the extraordinary career” of the term “design” over the twentieth century. “Design has been extended from the details of daily objects,” he wrote, “to cities, landscapes, nations, cultures, bodies, genes, and… nature itself.” The little word “design,” Latour continued, “could offer a very important touchstone for detecting where we are heading.” Indeed, he continued, society’s obsession with change by design was a sign that human beings had stopped believing in other forms of change: “To put it more provocatively, I would argue that design is one of the terms that has replaced the word ‘revolution’!”6


I, too, have been mystified by my own and other cultures’ outsized investments in design. Since around 1900, in the affluent regions of the globe, people have endowed the idea of design with layer after layer of meaning and value. At the beginning of the century, “design” was most often associated with beauty; soon it was also about function. With the end of World War II and the beginning of the Cold War, it also became a mode of problem solving. By the second half of the twentieth century, “design” had become a way of understanding and serving people better (I call this “human-centeredness,” for lack of a better term); then a way of centering and enhancing “experience”; and finally—at the turn of the twenty-first century—a way of thinking. Today, the idea of “design” mediates decision making among global executives and elites. You can find “human-centered design” and “design thinking” and “chief design officers” in the upper reaches of corporations and governments and universities in the English-speaking world and beyond. What we now call “design” is, in short, a very popular—and very freighted—amalgam of optimistic human values.


Historians agree that the impulses behind design modernism—the historical movement that peaked around the middle of the twentieth century—were utopian, in the sense that they were hopeful and even idealistic. Le Corbusier ended his 1923 modernist manifesto Vers une architecture (commonly translated as Towards a New Architecture) by suggesting that design—he specifically refers to architecture—could itself enact the kind of transformative social change that otherwise could be achieved only by revolution:




Society is filled with a violent desire for something which it may obtain or not. Everything lies in that: everything depends on the effort made and the attention paid to these alarming symptoms.


Architecture or Revolution.


Revolution can be avoided.





Le Corbusier’s statement—at least the “Architecture or Revolution” part—became a foundational maxim of modernism, whose architects and other designers hoped their new buildings and new objects would usher in a better world.7


But it isn’t just modernist ideas of design that are utopian. In fact it’s the very idea of design itself, as that concept was defined over the course of the long twentieth century. Contemporary ideas of design—as beauty, as function, as problem solving, et cetera—are about more than just improving products and processes: they are idealistic visions of how people might live in the wake of the Industrial Revolution and amid the destabilizing forces of markets. Each came into being through discourse among creative people who were experiencing some kind of crisis in political economy, whether the Great Depression or the Cold War or the 1970s “rediscovery of the market” or the late twentieth-century rise of finance. In each case these people responded by reimagining “design,” a set of ideas and practices at the crux of economy and creativity, as a tool for fixing broken aspects of market society from within. And so “design” has become the hero of many of our most hopeful stories—dreams, fantasies, utopias—about how we might better live with capitalism.
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Soon after its launch, Design Within Reach expanded from the web into the brick-and-mortar world. It opened its first retail store in 2000, in an elegant three-story historic building on San Francisco’s leafy, sun-dappled Jackson Street. By the time the company went public a few years later, it had eighteen retail locations (“studios”) around the United States, and it was profitable. The average customer order came to $917.8


And the brand had become authoritative. Shortened to “DWR” and affectionately nicknamed (for its exorbitant prices) “Design Not Quite Within Reach,” it was becoming a household name. “We’re like Volvo or Saab,” Forbes told Newsweek. The logo was increasingly familiar, and the product lines were covered regularly in the New York Times. And the appeal went beyond the highbrow. DWR received prominent placement as a supplier of home furnishings and decor on Bravo’s Queer Eye for the Straight Guy—in which, as one commentator put it, “slobs get their apartments redone using furniture you formerly might have seen only in Scandinavian hotels”—and TLC’s Trading Spaces.9


And yet sustained success was elusive, particularly once shareholders got involved. After it went public, Design Within Reach started opening new “studios” even faster. “The mantra was, ‘Let’s open more stores, so we can make our revenue numbers, in order to achieve our growth,’” Forbes told the New York Times. But the costs of real estate and staff made it difficult for DWR to sustain a profit. Forbes resigned as CEO in 2007. Sales plummeted in 2008; in 2009, a venture capital firm called Glenhill, judging correctly that DWR was “running out of money,” bought 92 percent of the company. By the end of 2009, DWR’s sales hovered at around $30 million—almost 85 percent down from peak—and its stock price, once about $18 a share, had fallen to about twelve cents.10


One reason was the 2008 crash. But there were other problems. In 2009 Fast Company reported that DWR had “veered from one ill-advised strategy to another, ranging from a craven knockoff program to a baroque pursuit of brand extensions.” The knockoffs were particularly egregious, diluting, as they did, DWR’s claims to that ever-important (if elusive) virtue of authenticity. At least two companies, including the New York–based Heller and the Minneapolis-based Blu Dot, had filed suit against DWR for trademark infringement. (Blu Dot alleged that DWR had even used a photograph of a Blu Dot table to market its own version.) Forbes himself acknowledged that knockoffs had been part of the company’s strategy. “I was always reluctant personally,” he told the Times. “But the business metrics were so compelling.”11


Things did stabilize, eventually, for Design Within Reach. In 2014, the furniture manufacturer Herman Miller—which owned many designs that DWR already retailed—announced that it would buy DWR for $154 million. The acquisition would provide Herman Miller, which intended to expand from the office-furnishings business into consumers’ homes (establishing itself as a “premier lifestyle brand”), with a “complete consumer-focused infrastructure” through which to retail its products. And it would protect Design Within Reach from some of the exigencies of the market. “With a stable parent,” Bloomberg wrote, “DWR will be rescued from the ups and downs.”12


Meanwhile, “design” continued to roll down the hill of history, picking up kinetic energy as it went: new meanings, new markets, new forms of value. McKinsey & Company bought Lunar Design; Accenture bought Fjord; the electronics manufacturing company Flextronics International took an equity stake in frog design, which later was acquired by Altran, which itself was taken over by the consulting firm Capgemini. DXC bought Argodesign, itself a spinoff of frog. Fuseproject bought BlueFocus. Capital One bought Adaptive Path. Steelcase Inc., one of Herman Miller’s chief competitors, had for a time owned a majority share in IDEO, the design firm that popularized the idea of “design thinking.” Now, in 2016, Steelcase invited Tim Brown, IDEO’s former CEO, onto its board, and in its public statements it adopted the idea that design was not just a set of practices for enhancing beauty and function but its own way of thinking. Today, Steelcase’s website offers a plethora of content about, to quote the title of one post, “Design Thinking and Its Role in the Creative Process.”13


Design Within Reach had banked on “design” resolving some of capitalism’s internal contradictions. It didn’t—at least not fast enough to keep DWR itself from being chewed up and spit out by the stock market, which wanted DWR to be a better financial instrument, a more rapidly accelerating vehicle for making money, than it was. Even after its acquisition by Herman Miller, though, Design Within Reach evolved with “design” as the concept morphed and morphed again for the new late-late-capitalist era. Most recently, it’s embraced the idea that design is about creating “experiences.” A circa 2018 ad campaign by an agency called Language Dept. showed three middle-aged white people in deep discussion in the DWR Nashville studio, with the headline “Good design is to be experienced.”


It was more than a slogan: it was a strategy. In early 2024, DWR moved its flagship “studio” to a new, 1920s-era, fifteen-thousand-square-foot industrial warehouse that had once been home to the California Caster and Hand Truck Company. DWR gave the space a deep renovation—preserving, of course, the historic woodwork—and opened it that spring as a kind of experiential playground on the theme of design. Two thousand square feet were given over to rotating display areas called “the Gallery,” which showcased work by designers like the French architect Jean Prouvé, and “the Case Study Apartment,” a callback to the experiments in American residential architecture that Arts & Architecture magazine famously sponsored at midcentury. The new DWR space also featured a vinyl collection curated by Haight Street’s Amoeba Music and publications selected by City Lights. These site-specific touches made the space an experience in itself, noted one architect who visited the space for an opening party: “I can imagine our younger colleagues and design students treating this space as an extension of the other cool stuff that’s happening nearby.”14


Other critics agreed. “DWR is such a gem of a brand,” remarked the San Francisco–based designer Susan Work at an opening party for the studio, “in part because it keeps reinventing itself.” Hope—embodied in that ever-adapting idea of “design”—springs eternal.15
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Here’s a spoiler: none of the ideas of “design” in this book get very far in actually resolving the contradictions or repairing the damages wrought by capitalism. To generalize some lines from Meyer Schapiro’s May 1932 review of the Museum of Modern Art’s “International Style” show: “Without the will to apply it for a common end,” design—which, as Schapiro notes, is itself a product of industrial capitalism—“will remain a means for exploitation, or the newest fad of the richest class, the symbol of a profitable, spectacular efficiency.” Today that faddishness manifests as a kind of techno-utopianism—an obsession with the new and its capacity to improve, enhance, optimize—that manifests in private spaceflight, Tesla cybertrucks, and the collective fixation on artificial general intelligence as, in OpenAI CEO Sam Altman’s words, “magic intelligence in the sky.” We may be hurtling toward planetary demise, but we’re not irreversibly subject, our richest class seems to believe, to the whims of biology or the limitations of the human mind or the fragility of our planetary ecology. No: individual human “makers” can change our course and build a better future. It all seems to me a powerful self-delusion.16


So this story isn’t all that strategically instructive. And in fact some people think that all utopian thinking—the category into which I’m casting design—is inherently antiprogressive. The critic Fredric Jameson, a historian of utopian ideas, notes that older Marxist thinking denounced utopianism as unstrategic, idealistic, in fact “structurally averse to the political as such.” Older Marxists saw utopianism as so fantastical as to lack political utility and even potentially to forestall real transformative politics.


There’s something to this. And yet even I have to admit that the idealism of “design” probably has more practical political value than it seems to have on its face. “At its core,” the critic and civil servant Nikil Saval has written, “design is an inherently futurist medium.” It’s about imagining a future that’s different from the present. To believe in design, in other words, is to believe—foolishly or not—that human society can change for the better.17


For those who desire democratic political change, this is a good thing. In times when part of what holds us back is the belief that, in Margaret Thatcher’s words, “there is no alternative” to industrial and postindustrial capitalism, half the battle is simply to begin imagining a society that looks different from this one. If we can use design to help us conceive at all of alternative possibilities, then we should.18


Maybe the key is not to suppose that, because of design, “revolution can be avoided.” It’s to prevent design from becoming a compensatory and purely aesthetic fantasy, one that stands in for and obviates political action, whether revolutionary or reformist. I think uneasily of Margaret Cavendish’s 1668 text The Description of a New World, Called the Blazing-World, in which “spirits” convince a duchess that, rather than being troubled with worldly governance and politics, she should create a fantasy realm in which she can do whatever she pleases. “Why should you desire to be Empress of a Material World, and be troubled with the cares that attend Government?” the spirits ask, “when as by creating a World within your self, you may enjoy all both in whole and in parts, without controle or opposition; and may make what World you please, and alter it when you please, and enjoy as much pleasure and delight as a World can afford you?” That temptation—to retreat into design and to “make what World you please” there—ought to be avoided. Better to muck around, I think, in the messy and troublesome and slow and sometimes dispiriting and genuinely efficacious business of actual politics.19


So “design” isn’t a bad idea. I’m glad the twentieth century invented it. My hope, though, is that seeing the idea of design historically, as this book does—taking the concept apart into its constituent elements, each born of its particular time and place and ideological context—will help us both to understand it better and to recognize its limits. And doing that might help us decide what to do with design, both as a space for social dreaming and as a real set of tools, from here.
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Chapter 1



BEAUTY


The ceramicist Eva Zeisel was born in 1906, in Budapest, as Eva Polanyi Striker. She was the daughter of a bourgeois Jewish family of some wealth and standing in Hungarian society. Her mother’s family, the Polanyis, were historically minded, socially connected (her grandmother had run a famous Budapest salon for decades), and deeply engaged in social democratic politics. Her mother, Laura Polanyi Striker, was an activist and teacher who had been the first woman to earn a doctorate in history at the University of Budapest. One of Laura’s younger brothers, Michael Polanyi—Eva’s uncle—would become widely known as a scientist and philosopher of science. Another younger brother, Karl Polanyi, would become one of the twentieth century’s preeminent theorists of political economy.1


When Eva was born, the Polanyi Strikers were at home in Budapest, then a rapidly growing, cosmopolitan city. They were assimilated, Hungarian-speaking, Jewish intellectuals in a city where 25 percent of the population was Jewish and where many Jews were assimilated, Hungarian-speaking intellectuals. From a young age, Eva thought of herself as “modern.” Later, she remembered identifying strongly with a children’s book meant to be the memoir of “a modern doll,” a toy that felt overwhelming pride at having been born at the end of “the superb nineteenth century.” It was a time “of miracles, of the triumphs of technology.” To the six-year-old Eva Striker, modernity made everything seem possible.2


As for herself, she planned to become an artist. She was good at drawing, and even better—strikingly original—at painting. In 1923, at the age of seventeen, she entered the Képzőművészeti Akadémia, the Hungarian Royal Academy of Fine Arts, in Budapest, where she learned from distinguished symbolists and impressionists, including the Paris-trained Hungarian modernist János Vaszary. She focused on portraiture. A self-portrait painted in those years shows a solemn young woman rendered in blacks and creams and blue-greens, wearing an artist’s jacket, trying on the artist’s piercing gaze. She seems poised to embrace her vocation as a painter.3


But she lived in strange times. Hungary was half of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, an experimental “dual monarchy” that, upon its creation by a compromise in 1867, had been the first of its kind. The 1867 compromise had positioned the benevolent and multilingual emperor Franz Joseph, of the House of Habsburg in Vienna, as the ruler of two separate entities, united by their government but constitutionally distinct. Franz Joseph was a liberal, and for Hungary his reign facilitated rapid economic growth: industrial and commercial development surged, industrialists built scores of highly productive new factories, and national revenue grew fast. But even as Hungary’s cities became modern, most of the country remained feudal. It was made up largely of peasant towns. It was split between ethnic Hungarians (known as Magyars) and more recent settlers of other European ethnic origin (particularly Slovaks, Serbs, and Germans), all of whom tended toward linguistic and cultural autonomy. And at the turn of the twentieth century, nationalist and separatist feelings among all these groups—the Magyars, the Slovaks, the Serbs, the Germans—had begun to grow.4
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Eva Zeisel, self-portrait, ca. 1920s. Presumed oil on canvas. Photo by Brent C. Brolin.








As Eva Striker approached school age, Hungary experienced mounting waves of political and social crisis, driven largely by these internal ethnic tensions. In 1912, the Social Democratic Party organized major demonstrations and a general strike; the state police killed six participants, wounded nearly two hundred, and arrested three hundred. That year the Striker family left Budapest for Vienna. They would stay there through World War I, the death of Franz Joseph, and the full disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.5


The Polanyi Strikers returned to Budapest in 1918, but their old life was gone. Eva’s father sold his factory and entered a series of unprofitable ventures. The family took heart when the new liberal bourgeois government of the Hungarian Democratic Republic (1918–1919) took power; Eva’s mother, Laura, mounted a campaign for a parliamentary seat. But then the new government collapsed, the election never took place, and the short-lived communist Hungarian Soviet Republic instituted an extremist regime involving repressive violence against its opposition. Within six months, that government, too, had collapsed, this time felled by an anti-Semitic, anticommunist right-wing coup.6


The family’s peaceful social and political world had fractured. Eva’s uncles Michael and Karl emigrated to the United States; so did many others in the family’s circle. The Polanyi Strikers remained in Budapest, their circumstances diminished. Eva’s father experimented with ways to make the family more self-sufficient—he brought home cows, pigs, and other farm animals, hoping they might provide milk and meat—but the family didn’t know what to do with them (“The pigs ran off and ate the grapes,” Eva recalled). As for Eva herself, she decided to find a way to provide for herself independently in a world that felt unstable. She would not “starve in the garret,” as she put it later, like most artists did. Instead, she would learn a craft, and she would use that craft to find employment and support herself independently for the rest of her life. She would put her training in aesthetics, in other words, into the service of capitalism.7
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Once, a young Hungarian person with the aspiration to learn a craft—presumably a young man—would have presented himself to a guild to be educated. Hungary was relatively slow to industrialize, and guilds dominated its economic life as late as the middle of the nineteenth century. The number of factory workers in Hungary in 1847 was around 23,400, whereas the number of guild workers and apprentices, around 78,000, was more than three times that many. The prototypical guild dictated the terms of a craft and provided support for its members. It enabled a close-knit group of artisans to serve and protect their own collective interests. It trained apprentices, conducted quality assurance, controlled pricing, and even provided some poverty relief and political education for its members. Our notional young male aspirant would have approached a guild to ask to be taken on as a trainee. Over time, he would have developed the skills, credentials, and protections that would enable him to practice his craft.8


Now, though, the guild system was on its way out. Throughout the 1800s, the new industrial interests taking hold in Europe had worn down its systems of feudal privileges and power. Guild codes were replaced, gradually, with laws; crafts and trades gave way, in many cases, to factory production. By 1923, Hungary’s guilds were nearly extinct. But Eva Striker wanted to learn a craft, and she found one of the last guilds in Budapest: the Hungarian Guild of Chimney Sweepers, Oven Makers, Roof Tilers, Well Diggers, and Potters. There, a potter named Jakob Karapancsik agreed to take her on as an apprentice.9


“Ladies didn’t pot,” she said later, “but my mother let me do it anyway.” Karapancsik had a shop in the basement of his apartment house, in a working-class district of Budapest, where he made pitchers, pots, and tiles. Eva Striker dressed each day in waterproof pants, a bright orange vest, and a red head kerchief. She mashed the clay with her bare feet after it came in from the hillside, and she kneaded it to prepare it for throwing. She threw pots herself, and she applied glaze. She went from house to house with Karapancsik installing the tiled stoves that Hungarians used for domestic heating. She and Karapancsik’s son watched the pottery kiln through the nights.10


When she finished her training, Striker was tested by and admitted to the guild, becoming at age eighteen the first female journeyman potter in the guild’s history. She commandeered what had been a gardener’s shed in her family’s backyard and turned it into her pottery studio. There she began making pots: throwing them on a wheel, then firing them underground with pine logs. The product was a form of Hungarian folk art known as “black pottery.” She sold her pots in the markets in Budapest.11


Striker’s time as a craftsperson turned out to be brief. The Budapest pottery workshop Kispester-Granit was building the first mass-production pottery factory in Hungary, and the following year Striker visited it; she asked so many questions that the proprietor offered her a job. And at the Kispester factory, Striker’s work changed. She shifted from crafting objects for individual use to making prototypes to be used for mass production. Having transitioned from art to craft, she was now transitioning again into industry.


It was an era when many artists in recently industrialized societies followed that same trajectory: from art for art’s sake, at least ostensibly, to art for hire in the service of industrial mass manufacturing. (Some took a pit stop, as Striker did, in craft.) And what industrialists hired these people to do was, for the most part, what we might call “beautification.” They wanted a decorative sheen to differentiate their manufactured products from the growing competition. To be sure, the artists they hired often ended up doing much more than this: what Eva Striker did at Kispester-Granit, for instance—making prototypes that would be copied in molds for mass production—involved not just beautification but planning for everything from aesthetics to materials to manufacturing. The “design” Striker did there, in other words, seems in retrospect to have included problem solving and attending to function, two concepts that later would become strongly associated with the idea of design. But beauty, and beauty alone, was what her generation of artists was originally hired into industry to deliver.


By the early twentieth century, the flow of visual artists into industry had begun to accelerate, and fast. When a Collier’s Weekly reporter asked Henry Ford, in 1914, “Do you care for art?” Ford responded that he “wouldn’t give five cents for all the art in the world.” Likewise, Ford put little stock in beauty and beautification; his company made just one model; he boasted that any customer could have one painted “any colour that he wants[,] so long as it is black.” That same year Ford spoke to Colliers, though, Colliers itself was running an advertisement for cars from Packard, a competitor to Ford, reading “Beauty is a human necessity.” The words sat alongside a picture of an elegant cab-sided limousine; it looked like something a person would want to buy, and people did. Between 1924 and 1930, the aesthetically sophisticated Packard became the top-selling luxury automobile brand. Meanwhile, the upstart General Motors—which had also invested in visual styling—overtook Ford in the mid-priced market.12


By the 1920s, the idea that hiring artists could be a major differentiator for a manufacturer had become mainstream. In 1927, the American advertising executive Earnest Elmo Calkins published in the Atlantic Monthly an essay titled “Beauty: The New Business Tool.” Calkins told a story of human progress. “We passed from the hand to the machine, we enjoyed our era of triumph of the machine, we acquired wealth,” he wrote. And then, he continued, “we began to miss something in our cheap but ugly products. Efficiency was not enough. The machine did not satisfy the soul.” The answer was to introduce beauty into consumer objects of all kinds, from radios to automobiles to kitchens. “Beauty is the natural and logical next step,” Calkins wrote. “It is in the air.”13


What these artists were called—what their job titles were, how they referred to themselves—is, on one level, irrelevant: they are the beginning of the story of the modern idea of “design,” in that their work became the foundation of the discursive universe of concepts now known by that term. Starting early in the twentieth century they were indeed called, sometimes, “designers.” The word was an import from the visual arts in which most were trained, which were then known as the “arts of design.” That phrase comes from sixteenth-century Italy. The Renaissance art theorist Giorgio Vasari wrote with highest admiration about the practice of sketching and visual outlining that often preceded visual art; he called that practice disegno, and he referred to the arts that began in disegno (architecture or painting or sculpture) as the “arts of design.” When industrialists began to hire the practitioners of those “arts of design,” they referred to those practitioners either as “industrial artists” or as “designers.”14


Today, we often think of “design” as something visual. This is because it began in visual art. But given that it so quickly became more than that, why do most people still think of design as beautification? And why are so many designers themselves still legitimately obsessed with beauty?






[image: image]








Eva Striker spent the end of the 1920s as a designer in Germany. She worked in the southern Black Forest region, as the sole designer for a mass producer of domestic goods called Schramberger Majolikafabrik, and then in Berlin, as a freelancer for Germany’s second-largest maker of ceramics. Her job for that second company, Christian Carstens KG, was exclusively to prototype objects for mass production, both by sculpting the models herself and by sketching and drafting. In the latter cases, a professional modeler would use Striker’s sketches and drawings to create formal three-dimensional prototypes. She came to collaborate so closely with her primary modeler, the redheaded Hermann Fuhlbrügge—whose home base was seven hours away at the Carstens factory in Hirschau—that eventually she rented a room for him in the apartment building where she lived so that they could work together without needless travel.15


As she established herself as a designer, the style of Striker’s work was changing. Her earliest products, from that preindustrial pottery shed behind the Striker family home, look like traditional European stoneware, decorated with flowers painted in rough strokes or with festive dots or stripes. (She had been influenced at the time by the work of other well-known potteries that were themselves influenced by folk traditions and the Arts and Crafts movement.) Then, as she progressed through her earlier roles in industry, her designs became more geometric, more angular. She seems to have been influenced more and more, during this period, by the emergent “modern movement”: the rise, in the decorative arts, of a new vision and style that rejected nineteenth-century ornament and eclecticism and instead embraced simplicity, order, and machine production.16


Later, Striker would describe the modern movement—by then called “modernism”—as a fundamentally negative crusade. Modernism was known by then for its social optimism, its evangelical revolutionary zeal. And yet, she observed, modernist manifestos seemed to want nothing so much as a “violent break from the past.” Its practitioners embraced strictly geometric forms not for their own sake but because they rejected ornament and romance. They loved the new not for its new ideas or aesthetics but because they opposed the old. Striker saw modernism’s dictums as rigid, and she saw its principles as reactionary. They made her feel constrained.


At first, though, she found much in modernism to admire. She admired the Deutscher Werkbund—the German association of artists, architects, and industrialists who sought to build connections between craftwork and machine production and advocated for quality and vernacular style—and read Die Form, the Werkbund’s monthly magazine. She held in high regard Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s Barcelona Chair, as well as Marcel Breuer’s “esoteric interiors,” as she described them, “where lovely furniture seemed to float in shadowless space.” With her mother, she traveled to Paris to see the 1925 International Exposition of Modern Industrial and Decorative Arts, where she admired the “festive, holier-than-thou simplicity” of Le Corbusier’s model home Pavillon de l’Ésprit Nouveau. The “pure, simple lines of Le Corbusier’s construction,” she remembered later, “seemed so untouched, clean, and elegant that I felt I had entered a realm beyond my everyday untidy ways.”17


Striker’s divergence from modernist orthodoxy can be traced through the ceramics she made. Her early designs for Schramberger are relatively geometric, hewing close to what she would later call her early “compass-and-ruler aesthetic”: the lines of an elegant brandy service, for instance, are either perfectly round or perfectly straight, and the service is decorated with Mondrian-esque black lines and color blocks. (“I played with geometry,” she said later, “because this was the fashion.”) But as Striker designed in Berlin, for Carstens, her work began to look curiously organic. For its early marks of this turn, consider her 1932 “T” tea service (Kugelservice), each piece perfectly round but for the handles, which are shapely little ears. Still more elegant is her “S” tea service, its pitchers swelling outward not once but twice, at the hips and the shoulders, while broad, ribbonlike handles arch over the gentle waists at their midsections.18
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Eva Zeisel, Kugelservice (for Christian Carstens KG), 1930. Porcelain. Photo by Brent C. Brolin.








Striker also began to insist, in her writing and speaking—as well as in the objects she made—on her points of difference from modernist orthodoxy. She associated modernism with clean minimalism, dogma, and—above all—function prioritized over pleasure. When the journal Die Schaulade asked her, in 1931, for an essay on contemporary design, she distanced herself from exactly these principles. Of course, she wrote, “one must ask what the practical use of the object will be,” as modernism dictates. But such basic functionalism should be table stakes, the place good design started from rather than where it ended. No, great designers should aspire to something higher than just making things work better, Striker wrote. “We must make soul contact with our public.”19
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When Eva Striker wasn’t working, her Berlin was a gay and glamorous world. She and her brother had rented a huge, white-walled, high-ceilinged, light-filled apartment and studio at Tauentzienstrasse 8, a five-minute walk from that famous artists’ and bohemians’ gathering place called the Romanisches Café. At the café she socialized with other progressive and leftist intellectuals, often inviting them home for house parties with as many as one hundred people spilling out the doors and windows. She conducted brief romances with other politically engaged artists and scholars, including with each of the two men she would later marry. Berlin was “buzzing with contradictions,” she felt: “Science, design, politics, starving mothers and children, the fat bourgeois with his cigar, the drab, impoverished, declasse officeholders and pensioners hiding their poverty and resentments, the brutal, ugly paintings of the German Expressionists, the sugar-white modern architecture that was beginning to proliferate, and high unemployment.” It was a city “obsessed with modernity and urgency.”20


It was, she remembered later, “the most elegant, the only elegant, time of my life.” And yet she also felt a certain bleakness in the air in Europe, an atmosphere of despair and disgust. Berlin in particular was becoming “more and more politically complicated and jittery”: even before Wall Street crashed in October 1929, Germany was struggling under hyperinflation and widespread unemployment, and Joseph Goebbels had begun to rally Berliners in support of the Nazi Party. The future, both of design and of political life, seemed to be elsewhere.21


It made Eva curious about the country that was organizing itself in opposition to Europe and its principles: the Soviet Union. She knew something of Soviet art. She admired children’s books and theater from the country and had read novels by Wassily Kandinsky and Vladimir Tatlin. She wasn’t a Communist, but she was interested in Communist ideas and Communist energy. It all seemed to originate, she thought, “from a vigorous healthy source, an unknown, faraway country striving towards a utopia where justice would finally reign.” And so she decided to “look behind the mountain to see for [her]self.” She left Berlin in January 1932, at age twenty-five, for a visit to an old friend and lover, Alexander Weissberg, in the Soviet Ukrainian city of Kharkov.22


Although she’d arrived in the Soviet Union as a visitor, Striker quickly found work. As the country neared the end of its first five-year plan (1928–1932), its leaders were focused on rationalizing industrial production, including ceramics, and they were eager to recruit a young ceramicist as a “foreign specialist.” Two weeks after leaving that high-ceilinged, white-walled Berlin flat, she recalled later, “I was traveling in traditional sleds, covered by a huge fur cape through the endless snow-covered steppes, with wolves howling in the distance,” to visit and inspect factories in the rural locality of Baranovka for the Ukrainian Porcelain and Glass Trust. Soon she was designing prototypes for the dishware that the Soviet state would distribute to its citizens. Hermann Fuhlbrügge, her modeler from Berlin, joined her in Russia so that they could continue to collaborate. She moved full-time to Leningrad, where she worked in the “Artistic Laboratory” of the Lomonosov State Porcelain Factory, and then to Moscow.23


By 1935, Eva Striker had become art director of the State China and Glass Industries of the Russian Republic. In a photograph from this period, one journalist writes, “there is a group of males in suits, brows beetled, eyes staring, mouths drawn downward, chests thrown out—and Eva, a lithe, dark young woman in a simple dress, relaxed and companionable.” An industrial designer in a rapidly industrializing country, she was in high demand. Her Soviet years would be some of the most productive of her life. She aimed to “rationalize” ceramic tablewares: to make them hygienic, cost-effective, sturdy, stackable in both kilns and cupboards, and easy to distribute. They would be mass-produced for a country of 160 million people, many of whom had never before owned a plate.24


Even with these functional mandates, Striker found ways to make her Soviet ceramics beautiful. Whereas previously she’d designed only earthenware ceramics, she now worked primarily in porcelain—a more difficult ceramic material, because it must be fired at such a high temperature as to come close to melting, but also a delicate and elegant medium. Some of her tablewares were painted to evoke the art deco and modern art movements; some were patterned with designs based on decorative Soviet peasant textiles; some were clean, white, and unpatterned. Striker’s goal in every case, she would write later, was to marry modernism’s clean lines to “sensuous, classic shapes,” informed by history and by humanity.
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Eva Striker had cared about aesthetics from the beginning of her time as a designer. But “beauty” as such seems to have become the organizing principle in her life’s work sometime around May 1936, when she was twenty-nine years old. One day that month, Striker arrived suddenly at what would be, “for a long time,” “the end of my good life.”25


It was 4 a.m. when the Soviet police arrived at the door to Striker’s Moscow flat. Striker stood wide-eyed, in a green flannel housecoat, as the large group of policemen searched her letters and photographs. They seemed to be enjoying themselves. They paused on an enlarged snapshot of Striker herself lying on a beach, her eyes closed to the sun, utterly relaxed. She watched the officers smile suggestively at one another as they passed it between them. The photo looked like a mask, Striker thought: a mask of her own dead face.26


The officers put her in a car and drove her through Moscow to Butyrka prison, then transferred her to a train that took her to Kresty prison in Leningrad. (In the compartment of the transport train she caught a glimpse of her modeler, Fuhlbrügge, who had come with her to the Soviet Union from Berlin. He had also been arrested, and now his face was aflame with fury.) When they arrived, she was booked into a solitary-confinement cell. She would stay in prison for the next sixteen months. The charge, she would learn, was that she had plotted to kill Joseph Stalin.27


Prison was a crisis. At first Striker was in shock (“It had a great feeling of unreality.… I mean, I was a designer of china; I was not in the business of killing Stalin”). Then she felt tormented by the passage of time, the minutes’ unbroken unmeasured mass. Sound, too, became a kind of torture: “In the emptiness of the cell, the slightest and quietest noise became mountain-high, gruesome, disturbing.” It felt like a form of cruelty.28


Striker was sure she would be executed. Under the shadow of that seeming inevitability, the waiting was excruciating. The halls echoed with shouts and with the sounds of whipping. From a grid on the wall of the prison shower, Striker had learned how to knock on the walls to communicate with people in neighboring cells; she taught the knocking alphabet to her neighbor, and they conducted a slow, wry correspondence about prison life through the wall. But another neighbor, a former dentist, went crazy and began viciously biting her own hands. Striker herself felt a “gruesome, dumb depression.” She remembered saying to herself, “I have closed my life. I have had a wonderful time, but I have nowhere to go from here.”29


And yet she wanted to stay alive, and staying alive required a certain cast of mind. In more strategic moments, she felt that if she thought of her mother, or of her past self—“the skipping girl looking at the sun”—her heart would break. So she did mental gymnastics, trying to identify and to contemplate only those thoughts that would keep her alive. She could survive, she decided, only by entirely disregarding any hope of a future, as well as any memories of her happy past. She must live solely in the present.30


How to stay in the present? The one reliable way, she came to believe, was to meditate on beauty. “In me was all the power for beauty and dignity and strength,” she wrote, and so “I sat down on my bench and started to think a beautiful thought.” From there, she learned to turn her focus intentionally toward beauty. She might admire a spider web’s ephemeral elegance, or inhale the scent of a lovely and fragrant pink soap obtained from a former cellmate. She might watch a ray of sun entering her cell and spending an hour moving slowly over the floor and wall. When she was with beauty, she felt—natural beauty, sensual material beauty, moral beauty—she was present. And so beauty was a way to stay alive.31


Years earlier, in 1929, when Striker lived in the south of Germany, her employer had sent her on a work trip to Paris to learn about trends in design. While there, she had looked up a friend from her kindergarten in Budapest: the writer Arthur Koestler. They’d become lovers. One night they’d eaten at an expensive restaurant, and at the end of the meal Koestler had abandoned Striker at the table while he drove around the city asking friends to lend him money to pay the bill. She had thought of marrying him. But then she’d moved to Berlin, ending their love affair as suddenly as it had begun. She and Koestler had remained correspondents, and Koestler had often visited her in Berlin, where she became, his biographer writes, “the chief catalyst” for Koestler’s “lurch to the left.”32


Koestler’s misadventures during the Communist years that followed were documented in his now classic novel Darkness at Noon (1940), which is widely known to have been modeled on his own imprisonment and solitary confinement in 1937 by Francisco Franco’s forces during the Spanish Civil War. Less known, though, is that Darkness at Noon also draws deeply on Eva Striker’s experiences in her Soviet prison cells. Soon after Striker’s release, she wrote to Koestler about the mental agony she had experienced, her belief that she was simply waiting to be killed, a false confession that she had made under duress, and her experiences knocking messages to her neighbors through the walls. Koestler was shocked to learn that she had been imprisoned—and then shocked by the overlap between her experiences at the hands of Communists and his own experiences at the hands of Fascists. Unable to reconcile Striker’s revelations with his own (already strained) ideological convictions, he left the Communist Party. Then he wrote Striker’s psychological anguish, and many of her specific experiences, into his bleak new novel of ideas about a party member in solitary confinement.33


Koestler’s novel was published two years later to international acclaim. In the decades after her release, Eva Striker was largely silent about her time in prison, reluctant to revisit its emotional content and afraid that speaking about it publicly might still endanger her or her family. But Darkness at Noon contains the shadow of her torment.34
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It’s clear now that Eva Striker’s arrest was a sham. She was caught up in the “Great Purge” (also called the “Great Terror”), Joseph Stalin’s campaign between 1936 and 1938 to consolidate his power over the Soviet state and its Communist Party by purging the Soviet people of alleged enemies within, including the entire Bolshevik old guard and any politician or civilian who had criticized Stalin. A former colleague of Striker’s from the Dulevo porcelain factory had pointed a finger at her, telling investigators that she had opposed Stalinist power, to escape his own punishment and perhaps execution for alleged treason. Eva Striker certainly never plotted to kill Joseph Stalin.35


But Striker’s road out of prison was an odd and winding one. Additional charges were fabricated and brought against her. A young interrogator convinced her to sign the aforementioned false confession; when she realized what she had done, she tried to kill herself by cutting her wrists with a sharpened wire. When her suicide attempt failed, she retracted the confession. She was sent back into solitary confinement. Then, suddenly—in September 1937, after eighteen months’ imprisonment—she was called from her cell and put on a train to Vienna. There, to her staggering surprise, she was released without explanation.36


Striker found herself in a collapsing Europe. Hungary had been Fascist since 1919; Italy, since 1922; Germany, since 1933. In March 1938, as the Nazis entered Austria, Eva Striker took one of the last trains out of Vienna for Switzerland. From Switzerland she traveled to England, where in July of that year she married an old acquaintance, Hans Zeisel, a Left Social Democrat with degrees in law and economics. (He would become an eminent lawyer and sociologist, known for pioneering quantitative legal work and scholarship on American juries.) In the fall of 1938, one year after Eva’s release, she and Hans left Europe. Sponsored by a cousin of Eva’s in Iowa, they sailed for New York.37


By Hans’s count, between them Hans and Eva Zeisel lost thirty-eight relatives in the Holocaust. Meanwhile, safe in the United States—in a city full of other émigré artist-intellectuals from central Europe—Eva experienced a deep, debilitating depression. In her final six months in prison, she had experienced “the unappetizing image of [her] body as a soon-to-be rotting thing.” Now, not rotting but living, at the dawn of the 1940s, she found herself exhausted. She felt “completely frigid.” The arbitrariness of her own survival—the knowledge that “I from Cell No. 4 am out but people in Cell No. 2 and No. 3 are there”—haunted her. Feeling unable to care for herself, believing herself to have been “put too fast into daily life,” she handed all decision making to Hans. “When I was asked a question, he answered,” she remembered later. “I did anything I was told.”38


She found her refuge in work. Arriving in New York in 1938, she and Hans had $64 between them. She’d been prepared to take work cleaning apartments, but on her way into the city she saw the facade of the New York Public Library on Fifth Avenue, and the next day she visited it. She pulled off the shelf copies of trade publications on industrial design, copied down names from their mastheads, and found addresses associated with the names. Then she visited each one, making the case that they recommend her to prospective employers.


Soon she received a commission, and then another, designing small items: giftware, a miniature tea set, a watch. She also found a job at Brooklyn’s Pratt Institute teaching ceramics, which she treated not as a handcraft but as a variety of industrial design, teaching students to fashion not one-off items but prototypes for machine production. She arranged for her students to work in the factory of New Jersey’s Bay Ridge Specialty Company, designing prototypes for the company and then learning from seeing their designs through production. It was a happy match. Pratt had just begun to develop courses in industrial design, a new academic subject. (The first known course in industrial design in the United States had been offered just five years before, in 1934, at the Carnegie Institute of Technology, now Carnegie Mellon University.)39


Zeisel’s first child, Jean, was born in 1940. That same year, she held an exhibition of work by her Pratt ceramics students; among the attendees was the young modernist architect and designer Eliot Noyes, who had been named director of the new Department of Industrial Design at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). After the exhibition, Zeisel invited Noyes to a lecture on handicraft and mass production that she was giving to a meeting of the New York Society of Ceramic Arts. He attended. Soon after, he recommended her for a major commission with the MoMA and Castleton China. The idea was to design a line of dinnerware of excellent quality and peak design credentials. It should be both stylish enough to ignite consumer desire and highbrow enough for museum display.40
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After four years of collaboration between Zeisel and her sponsors at the MoMA and Castleton, the Castleton “Museum” dinnerware collection was produced in 1946. It was a breakthrough. Zeisel had been given a mandate to design a formal dinner service for an institution, the MoMA, that was the country’s foremost advocate of Bauhaus modernism: modernist geometry, modernist minimalism, modernist machine aesthetics. In response, she had created a white porcelain collection that broke all the modernist rules. Every shape was organic, curvilinear, seamless, and undulant, prioritizing nothing so much as its own beauty. The creamer swelled upward and inward, without separate handle or spout, as if it had grown that way. The ribbonlike teacup handles, Art News of America reported, conformed perfectly to the fingers. “I wanted to design a service of real elegance,” Zeisel told the New York Herald Tribune that spring. She had transcended her own earlier “compass and ruler era,” as she put it, and found her calling in “lyrical” forms. She sought the “poetry of communicative line.”41
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Eva Zeisel, Castleton “Museum” collection, 1946. Porcelain. Photo by Brent C. Brolin.








The MoMA, that monument to high modernism, embraced the “Museum” collection, exhibiting it upon its release at a one-woman show, “New Shapes in Modern China: Designed by Eva Zeisel” (1946), the museum’s first-ever exhibition of a solo female designer. Later, the MoMA included Zeisel alongside Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe in the museum’s popular 1950–1955 “Good Design” exhibitions, through which curator Edgar Kaufmann Jr. aimed to educate the public on the value of high-quality industrial design. Meanwhile, “Museum” was also finding success—despite the high prices at which Castleton was retailing it—on the mass market. It remained in production for almost forty years, until the late 1970s. In 1959, Fortune magazine published a list titled “The 100 Best Designed Products”; the “Museum” collection was number fifty-three.42


“Museum” was a triumph of Zeisel’s version of the beautiful. And it signaled the beginning of what would be her lifelong commitment to beauty as a kind of organic biomorphism. Later in the 1940s Zeisel designed the “Town and Country” set for Red Wing Pottery, which had asked her to channel a “Greenwich Village vibe.” This collection, too, takes organic forms, but it feels more immediately familiar and connective than her more formal “Museum” collection. Similarly, “Tomorrow’s Classic” (1952), her most commercially successful collection (its sponsor Hall China Company advertised it as “America’s fastest-selling modern dinnerware”), seemed designed to reach out to the user and connect. In New York City it was stocked in all the leading department stores: Macy’s, B. Altman, Gimbels.43


The longer she worked as an industrial designer, the more confident Zeisel became about her commitment to what she described as “the playful search for beauty”—and the more ardent became her self-distancing from high modernism. She described modernism variously as “untouched,” “soulless,” “cold,” “highfalutin,” “dictatorial,” and “elitist,” one colleague and friend remembered. She felt modernism offered neither “amusement nor beauty.” She recoiled from what she saw as its rejection of history, its insistence that design could be “rationalized,” its insistence on the extinction of style and ornament. And most of all, she loathed “the ridiculous idea that form followed function.”44


What instead? Beauty, yes—but what did that mean? For Zeisel, one thing it meant was organicism: the use of natural rhythms and patterns, from rounded edges and undulating curves to motifs resembling piles of rocks, to try to promote harmony between natural and human-made elements. In her dedication to organic forms, Zeisel shares territory with her contemporary Alvar Aalto, the Finnish architect who brought sensitivity to natural materials, attention to landscape and light, and an organic visual vocabulary (topographic shapes, radiating fans, weathered surfaces) to Scandinavian architecture. Frank Lloyd Wright, Charles and Ray Eames, and Russel Wright are also known for work that feels closer to nature than that of more rational modernists. As for Zeisel, she helped bring to ceramics in particular, as the curator Paola Antonelli later told the New York Times, the “organicism and elegance and fluidity that we expect of ceramics today,” in particular by inventing new forms for a wide range of ceramic objects with popular appeal and accessibility. “It’s easy to do something stunning that stays in a collector’s cabinet,” Antonelli said. “But her designs reached people at the table, where they gather.”45


But there was an element of Zeisel’s conception of beauty that went beyond organicism—one to which Antonelli’s remarks also speak, if only implicitly. For Zeisel, beauty was about connection. She had bridled at high modernism’s rules and principles because she felt they “silenc[ed] communication between the maker of things and his public.” She believed, on the contrary, that beautiful things could facilitate “soul contact” between their creators and their users. It was an almost literal principle, this idea of “soul contact,” and Zeisel emphasized the importance of her designs’ “touchability” by their users. Elsewhere, she emphasized that what facilitated soul contact was beauty itself: “I tried to design for my audience.… I thought that my feeling of what was beautiful was a tie between us.”46


I come closer to understanding Zeisel’s intentions when I hold her work in my hands. Her 1983 “Granit” collection was reproduced in 2009 by Design Within Reach. Its pieces feel soft and smooth, almost anatomical; I find myself stroking the pitchers’ little backs, running my fingers over the rims of the teacups, with a furtive intimacy. It isn’t much of a reach to think their designer wanted to make “soul contact” through their shapes. Or take her “Town and Country” line, which became popular enough to help visually define an era in American ceramics. All of its pieces have a rounded, organic, connective kind of beauty; some of them are so anthropomorphic as to make almost literal the idea of connection through line and form and color. The nestled salt and pepper shakers, called the “Shmoos,” are like mother and child, their cocked heads mutually curious and mutually assured of their need to touch.
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Eva Zeisel, “Town and Country” tableware (for Red Wing Pottery, Red Wing, Minnesota), 1945–1946. Earthenware, cast. Photo by Brent C. Brolin.
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Zeisel’s career would rise and fall and rise again through the decades that followed. She worked seven days a week until she died, at age 105, in 2011. In 1987, interviewing Zeisel for a New Yorker profile, writer Suzannah Lessard first perceived the eighty-one-year-old ceramicist as “a dignified, foreign-seeming person sitting upright in a black dress, white hair brushed back from a high forehead.” Within a few minutes, though, Lessard saw Zeisel differently: both playful and absolutely authoritative, Zeisel “had acquired an uninhibited, lounging physicality and confident openness that left me with the afterimage of a near-naked, pipe-smoking Mama-chief of an island tribe.”47


She had never become bitter toward the Russian people, or even deeply opposed to the Soviet Union. Until the fall of the USSR, she never spoke publicly of her time in prison. She remained afraid of retribution, but she also felt little acrimony. Unlike her friend Arthur Koestler or her uncle Michael Polanyi, she never became stridently opposed to communism; she was not an anti-Communist at all, she told a reporter who profiled her in the late 1980s, but a “former non-Communist.” She understood her traumatic imprisonment, in the reporter’s gloss, as “a painful revelation not about systems of government but about a paradox in human nature—the capacity of ordinary, decent human beings to participate in atrocities.”48


Above all, she hoped passionately that American and European anticommunism would not lead to more war. She wrote many pleading letters urging Koestler, Polanyi, and other close contacts to reconsider both their strident anticommunism and the interventionism that so often came with it. Russia, she argued in her letters, “was a huge, backward, Oriental country,” and it made “no sense to judge it by Western standards.” She feared that US intervention to try to halt or reverse Soviet expansion would be disastrous, leading to escalation and the use of the atom bomb. Once Koestler’s Darkness at Noon became widely read as an interventionist text, Zeisel asked him not to use her name in connection with it, despite the fact that her own experiences had inspired it. Ultimately they disagreed so strenuously on the topic that they stopped speaking to one another for several decades.49


Over the course of the twentieth century, as functionalist modernism became the dominant influence on global design aesthetics and values, Zeisel’s emphasis on beauty went out of fashion. “Beauty” came to seem trivial or even counterrevolutionary as a focus of designers’ attention. “I am surprised how rarely we speak about beauty nowadays,” Zeisel told an interviewer in the early 1980s. “The word ‘beauty’ is used self-consciously if at all.” But Zeisel remained committed to beauty, and to creating beauty with design, through the end of her career. She continued to insist that beauty connected people. “Things speak to us,” she wrote in 2004. “They talk to us through their shapes, contours, color, weight, temperature, surface, sound, and most clearly, their associations.” Beautiful objects transported their users out of time with them, inviting them to think neither of past nor future, to simply experience pleasure.50


In 1982, the Hungarian government awarded Zeisel the “Order of the Star,” the highest honor the country can give to a noncitizen who is not a head of state, for “a lifetime of achievement, a life of merit.” In 1984, the Brooklyn Museum mounted a retrospective exhibition of her pioneering life’s work, “Eva Zeisel: Designer for Industry,” containing 154 items of tableware and culminating in the 1946 Castleton “Museum” collection, which the curators described as “one of the most beautiful and influential achievements of modern design.” Zeisel insisted that she “couldn’t care less” about the exhibition. She was deeply proud, though, of the letters she had received over the years from her customers and other admirers. The letters tended to focus on the writers’ affective relationships to the objects Zeisel had designed. “The word ‘love’ appears over and over in these letters,” she said. “It’s the ‘love’ that I am so proud of.”51
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Eva Zeisel’s younger uncle, the economic anthropologist Karl Polanyi, wrote The Great Transformation in Vermont in the early 1940s. It is one of the major works of twentieth-century political economy. Like his brother Michael and much of the rest of the Polanyi family—including Eva Zeisel herself, with whom he was close—Karl was in exile from Hungary, which had joined the Axis powers in November 1940. He wrote The Great Transformation in part to try to understand why the peace of the nineteenth century had exploded into the world wars and economic catastrophe of the twentieth. These paroxysms had destroyed the milieu of his and Eva’s childhoods and had spun the Polanyi family centrifugally across the globe. Polanyi wrote to explain to himself the disintegration of their world.


He found his explanation in the rise of “market society” and the social dislocations it had caused. Markets themselves were an old phenomenon, as he saw things; they weren’t the problem. They could be brief, bounded, harmless events, a gathering every Saturday in the town square. But with the Industrial Revolution, Western civilization had embraced the idea that markets should be ever-present and self-regulating. Nation-states had facilitated the rise of these unbounded markets, and economies and cultures had risen around them. This was what Polanyi meant to describe with the phrase “market society.” He believed it had led, over time, to the implosion of European and Asian and American life.52


So The Great Transformation was a historical explanation. But it was also a kind of elegy: an elegy for human life as it had been organized, to Polanyi’s mind, before the markets took over. “Economics” is, at its Greek root (ο[image: image]κονομικóς), the science of “household management,” and, in Polanyi’s account, there had been highly effective ways of doing such management before markets became dominant. People had traded things according to principles of reciprocity, Polanyi wrote; they’d shared resources and made sure their neighbors were fed. A person acted not “so as to safeguard his individual interest in the possession of material goods” but “to safeguard his social standing, his social claims, his social assets.” People’s lives had been organized not by the market but by custom, community, and social life. Oikonomikos had been embedded within the social fabric. Now nation-states had torn oikonomikos apart from that fabric, and the fabric had been left in tatters.53
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