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PREFACE


Let each considerate person have his way and see what it will lead to. For not this man and that man, but all men make up mankind, and their united tasks the task of mankind.


Thomas Carlyle


Sartor Resartus


Soon after the second edition of History of Modern Design appeared in 2010, I began making lists of changes and additions should a third edition ever materialize. Over the years that list grew through travel, and constant visits to museums and exhibitions both in the United States and abroad, along with continued teaching, reading, and networking both at conferences and in correspondence with an expanding group of colleagues whose research and insights contributed to my own understanding of design and its history. The original proposal for the third edition included more material that challenged the fine-art-based design history canon as well as six sections titled “Global Inspiration,” intended to introduce readers to the critique of Eurocentrism that also informs that canon.


Of particular importance in formulating a rationale for changes to a third edition was the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) month-long Summer Institute I directed together with Carma Gorman, a group of six visiting scholars, and twenty-five actively engaged Summer Scholars in July 2015 in Philadelphia. The institute was entitled “Teaching the History of Modern Design: The Canon and Beyond,” and focused upon three themes: taste, gender, and globalism, acknowledging as well as challenging familiar art historical paradigms that define taste too narrowly, marginalize the role of women in design and generally fail to acknowledge the contributions of non-Western nations to a more inclusive and useful design history. On a daily basis, our month-long intensive dialogue suggested new material and fresh perspectives that might be integrated into a revision of History of Modern Design. While the institute contributed to revisions to every chapter of the present text, the most obvious result has been the Global Inspiration sections added to each of the book’s six parts. With the addition of those texts and images, I hoped to demonstrate that students’ understanding of modern design history benefits from a wider-angled lens, that a “Western” tradition could not exist without the travel, trade, and exchange of knowledge upon which that tradition was built, and that many of the products of design we admire and enjoy depend upon complex supply lines and partnerships that render questionable the very notion of a “national” design. The term “de-centering,” treated below in the Introduction, perhaps best explains my approach to the additions and revisions in the third edition. Design historian D. H. Huppatz observes that thinking about design globally doesn’t require global coverage; I’ve taken this to imply that introducing examples that shed light on interdependence and the multi-directional flow of and movement of designers, technologies, and objects can provide much-needed balance to a modern design history narrative.


I submitted the first draft of a third edition at the end of April 2020. The Covid-19 pandemic had already begun to affect the daily lives of citizens around the world, as hospitals struggled to test and treat ill patients, and as governments grappled to find ways to effectively deal with the threat the virus posed to health and the effects of isolation on education, transportation, and commerce, and as contemporary demonstrations in the United States and abroad demanded social justice and equality for racial and ethnic minorities. As my editors reviewed the draft manuscript and accompanying list of illustrations, it became clear to me that the final version of the new edition would need to grapple with the relationship between the pandemic, climate change, social justice, and design. I also felt it was imperative to acknowledge and contextualize a broad political shift to the right, toward nationalism and authoritarianism, placing in question the progressive, post-World War II Cold War alliances and beliefs that informed the treatment of much of the material contained in the book’s final two parts (V and VI). Progressive views also came under attack from the left, simply for not having fulfilled the promises for social justice and a sustainable environment.


As with the second edition of History of Modern Design I’ve made additional references both to women designers and to the ways in which gender intersects at many levels, charting a path that questions, circumvents, and challenges dominant male privilege. In addition to male privilege, there is white privilege that has hidden the role of people of color in the history of modern design. One cannot do justice to racial prejudice in design history with a few examples or paragraphs, but it’s been my aim to acknowledge that the theme of “progress” through technology informing so much of that history excluded the contributions of people of color and to a degree was even built upon practices of discrimination against them through education, wages, and other vehicles for opportunity. Adding to that balance are examples and references to the mass market and issues of taste that have expanded design history’s traditionally museum-based canon.


In addition to general and reference works included in the bibliography for the second edition, Bloomsbury Publishing has produced several reference works recently that merit mention here: the Bloomsbury Encyclopedia of Design (BED) for which I served as a subject editor, Design: Critical and primary sources edited by D. J. Huppatz, and the Bloomsbury Design Library (BDL) which includes the two sources just listed along with the first two volumes of Victor Margolin’s World History of Design as well as several books by other design historians and critics. Additionally the journals Design and Culture, Design Issues, West 86th Street, and the Journal of Design History continue to publish examples of ongoing research and listings of recently published books and catalogs.


The method of this book remains narrative and chronological; it is a generously illustrated survey whose goal is to familiarize students with the artifacts of design (products and services), the processes by which they were created, and the functions they serve for their designers, patrons, or manufacturers, and users. Balancing the generalization required of any survey with a wider variety of particular examples presents challenges and creates tension, but at the same time was stimulating, even energizing. I have tried to approach the history of design in a framework that acknowledges a variety of perspectives through which it might be understood and appreciated, that represent the dynamic interplay of multiple forces within a given society and historical moment, and to select and use examples to demonstrate how those perspectives emerge. Engaging directly with the material is the great reward of writing History of Modern Design. Perhaps adding the word “A” (rather than “The”) to the title would best convey that the book is the result of my own experience, enriched by travel and study, but nonetheless selective and personal. The history of art forms part of that framework, both because it has been a strain of inquiry as the discipline originated and developed, and as the basis for my own training and teaching, and because it is a convenient starting point, one that is natural while at the same time insufficient and in need of correctives. These include the need to present taste in a more inclusive way, to stress the role of commerce and business practice throughout the text, and to provide the political, social, and economic circumstances in which design activity transpires. It is my hope that the narrative is consistent and communicates the visual and intellectual rewards of studying the history of design. The selection of material, its organization, and the critical perspectives presented build upon the small number of previous surveys of the subject, numerous exhibitions as well as manufacturer and retail catalogs, and advertisements that remind us that museums and the statements of designers are not the only repositories or sources for learning about design. I have also included textual excerpts from a variety of primary sources, references to published studies of periods, movements, and designers by other historians and critics, as well as the author’s synthesis of these sources and direct study of examples over a period of more than 30 years. In addition, classroom experience (until my retirement in the fall 2017) helped considerably to shape the selection and presentation of material in the text.


The book is divided into 16 chapters and 6 major parts, with each part followed by a “Global Inspiration” section. Each part presents and compares different and sometimes conflicting approaches and attitudes to design during a particular period and in particular locations and in relationship to historical circumstances and events, that is, embedded in and inseparable from culture. This conceptual and organizational framework might be summarized as follows:


I. Demand, Supply, and Design (1700–1800): Chapters 1 and 2


a. France: Design and Monarchy


b. England: Design and the Meaning of Fashion


c. The United States: Design and Popular Taste


Global Inspiration I: China and the Sinosphere


II. Expansion and Taste (1801–1865): Chapters 3 and 4


a. Industrial and Commercial Expansion


b. Taste and Reform


Global Inspiration II: Muslim West Asia and North Africa


III. Arts, Crafts, and Machines –Reconciling Progress and Fears of Industrialization (1866–1914): Chapters 5, 6, and 7


a. The Equality of the Arts and the Arts and Crafts Movement


b. The Elevation of Craft and the Aesthetic Movement


c. Efficiency and Early Modernity


Global Inspiration III: Central and Western Africa


IV. After World War I: Art, Industry, Commerce, and Utopias (1918–1944): Chapters 8, 9, and 10


a. Luxury and Industry: the Moderne (Art Deco) Ideal


b. Designing the Future: Modernism


c. The Beginnings of Industrial Design in the US


Global Inspiration IV: The Americas


V. Humanism and Luxury: International Modernism and Mass Culture After World War II (1945–1960): Chapters 11 and 12


a. International Modernism and the Cold War


b. Mass taste and the Cold War


Global Inspiration V: Japan


VI. Progress, Protest, Pluralism, Responsibility (1961–2020): Chapters 13, 14, 15, and 16


a. Alternative Voices: Protest and Design


b. Pluralism and Postmodernism


c. The Expansion of the Design Enterprise; Design and Ethics; the Future


Global Inspiration VI: Revisiting China


The third edition of History of Modern Design includes several new and replacement illustrations. Every chapter has been substantially revised, perhaps most significantly Chapter 16 dealing with more recent design. As with the first and second editions of History of Modern Design, I’ve continued to benefit from the opportunity of seeing numerous exhibitions that have contributed to this third edition. These include the Cooper Hewitt’s triennials (2013, 2016, and 2019), the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s “Design for Different Futures,” visits to art and design museums and sites in Paris, Belgium, the Netherlands, Beijing, Nuremberg, Munich, Denmark, and Norway, along with the permanent and special exhibitions on view in many other museums and historic sites.


As a teacher I always enjoyed the challenge of comparing works of art from different or even successive time periods that share formal or ideological similarities. I am happy for the students in the Westphal College of Media Arts & Design and other students I’ve met through travel who have made the study of design history part of their education and hope that what they have learned, whether in the classroom or in assignments that have taken them to experience design in museums or elsewhere in situ, will in some way be incorporated into the contributions they are certain to make to their chosen design professions.


Philadelphia, December 2020










FOREWORD


Writing an academic book that is produced not just in multiple printings but also in multiple editions is a rare triumph that merits celebration. But tragically, David Raizman – the author of this book – is not here to celebrate the third edition of his landmark History of Modern Design. David died suddenly and unexpectedly on February 22, 2021 at the age of 69, just a couple of months after submitting his initial manuscript for the third edition. Given that this book is his last testament as a scholar, it is worth pausing to consider the impact it, and David himself, have had on the field of design history.


That David began his career as a medievalist, not a modernist, strikes me as key to understanding his book and its contribution to the field. His University of Pittsburgh dissertation and the publications in his tenure dossier at Western Illinois University focused on Romanesque illuminated manuscripts from Spain. However, after he accepted a position at Drexel University’s College of Design Arts in 1989, his scholarly focus shifted in an unexpected direction. He had noticed that a design history survey listed in the course catalog was not regularly offered, and volunteered to teach it. At the request of the design faculty, he started offering a combined history of graphic design, industrial design, and decorative arts course in 1992. Then, struggling to find a suitable textbook to assign to his students, he decided to write his own. The first edition of History of Modern Design (HoMD) was published in 2003 and the second edition in 2010.


As a medievalist, David was accustomed to thinking of all arts as useful, to seeing textiles as “finer” than paintings, and to seeking meaning in ensembles of spaces, objects, and texts. Where other scholars saw siloed subfields and hierarchies of media, he saw a unified field. Where others limited their scope to a century and a half, David tackled three centuries. Where others focused on a single country or region, David addressed multiple continents.


David’s “medieval” way of thinking has had a significant impact on the field of design history, most notably by changing how, where, and how often it is taught. HoMD quickly became a standard text in design history courses around the world, including China, where the first and second editions were translated. And in the 2010s, after the National Association of Schools of Art and Design began encouraging member schools in the USA to offer design history as well as art history courses to BFA students in design, David’s book enabled many faculty who never had an opportunity to take a design history course themselves to teach credible introductory courses to their own students. HoMD also upped the ante for subsequent design historians, who have been engaged since 2003 in a productive arms race to write new survey textbooks that address ever-broader swaths of media, time, and geography.


Teaching design history was a formative event in David’s career as a scholar. Though he continued publishing on Spanish medieval art into the early 2000s, during the last two decades of his life, he pivoted primarily to design history. He published not only History of Modern Design, but also Reading Graphic Design History: Image, Text, and Context (Bloomsbury, 2020) and two co-edited books, as well as numerous articles, book reviews, and reference entries on topics ranging from nineteenth-century World’s Fair presentation furniture to mid-twentieth-century aluminum chairs to twenty-first-century “DesignArt.” He worked tirelessly to advance the teaching of design history in the United States, most notably by organizing and leading a month-long National Endowment for the Humanities summer institute at Drexel University in July 2015 dedicated to teaching “Design History Beyond the Canon.” He also shouldered major service roles at his university and in national scholarly organizations. At Drexel, for example, he chaired two departments for a total of ten years and served twice as associate dean and twice as interim dean of his college. Nationally, he was treasurer of the International Center of Medieval Art (ICMA) from 2015 to 2018, treasurer of the College Art Association (CAA) from 2018 to 2020, and – for nine months in 2019 to 2020 – CAA’s full-time interim executive director, a role he accepted only on the condition that CAA not pay him a salary for his work. These roles, too, occasionally gave him a platform for championing the cause of design history.


This book is perhaps David’s greatest legacy to the field, and for his colleagues and students, it is a fitting memento of an unusually brilliant and generous scholar, educator, colleague, and all-around mensch. It is also a monument to a life well and joyfully lived with Lucy Salem Raizman, his beloved partner in marriage for 46 years, and their children Rebecca Newman and Joshua Raizman and their partners, who supported, witnessed, and shared in David’s deep passions for art and music, and accompanied him on countless journeys to conduct the research for and view the objects illustrated in these pages. This new edition retains the broad scope, clear prose, and vivid images that made the first two editions so successful, but also reflects what David learned from the many new scholars he was delighted to have met over the last decade through the communities and field he did so much to help build.


Carma Gorman


University of Texas at Austin


September 24, 2022


Portions of this foreword are adapted from Carma Gorman, “David Raizman (1951–2021),” CAA News Today, February 25, 2021: www.collegeart.org/news/2021/02/25/david-raizman-1951-2021/; and Carma Gorman and David Raizman, “A Pre- and Post-History of ‘Teaching the History of Modern Design: The Canon and Beyond’,” preface for Design History Beyond the Canon, edited by Jennifer Kaufmann-Buhler, Victoria Rose Pass, and Christopher Wilson (London: Bloomsbury, 2019): xii–xxiii: www.bloomsburycollections.com/book/design-history-beyond-the-canon/foreword.










INTRODUCTION: THINKING ABOUT DESIGN


Products and Progress


More than two decades ago, on March 20, 2000, the feature story for the weekly magazine Time was “the Rebirth of Design.” The cover image was a rubber-coated portable radio (designed in 1997 by Marc Berthier and called the Tykho) inside a crystal bowl. At the bottom left, the copy announced: “Function is out. Form is in. From radios to cars to toothbrushes, America is bowled over by style.” While it seems fair to state that design never died, the Time cover (below) offers one of its subject’s most common definitions: first, it identifies design with mass-produced domestic and personal products, and, second, it suggests that design refers to “style,” those characteristics – for instance, the crisp rectangular housing, soft and waterproof surface material, and bright green color of Berthier’s radio, or the pure geometry of the crystal-clear bowl in which it rests – that endow useful goods with an added aesthetic, operational, or technological bonus that increases their appeal to consumers.


The Time definition provides a starting point as well as a continuous thread for the study of modern design’s history. But appealing forms are only one reason for design’s social and cultural significance, and probably not the most important one. Design has long been understood to have economic, social, and political functions at which the Time cover barely hints. In the eighteenth century, for example, some observers noted with optimism that design (here used in the sense of stylish objects that went in and out of fashion) was an important component of a competitive economy, since it stimulated commerce and thus produced increased levels of employment and general well-being. Today as well, consumer spending is a major factor in measuring the health of economies globally, and new and redesigned products (and services) account for 70 percent of GDP in the United States. In the early nineteenth century, many writers added that design (used here in the sense of a shared notion of “good” taste) held the promise of disseminating “culture” and a higher standard of living to the population at large, a sign of social mobility between classes as well as providing a competitive advantage in expanding commercial markets abroad. The association of design with innovation in materials and production technologies is clearly seen in the immensely popular mid- and late-nineteenth-century World’s Fairs, beginning with the Crystal Palace exhibition in London (the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations) in 1851 (see here). At the same time, however, such evidence of progress did not apply equally to all populations domestically in the West or globally, and it is relevant today to critique the relationship among design, technology, and change in terms of liabilities as well as benefits, as a “choice” of possible alternatives rather than as an inevitable and straightforward development.


An Expanding Design Practice


The Time magazine cover also touches on several associations of the term “designer.” The most common is that of “giving form,” as in the soft, waterproof synthetic rubber housing of Berthier’s radio, or even the unusual choice of green for a product generally associated with more neutral hues. That the designer’s contribution is often visual can hardly be denied, and that his or her formal invention constitutes added value for the consumer is also apparent. Yet we might consider not only the Tykho radio’s novel visual form, but also the ways it stimulates interaction between product and user, for instance, its simple and very basic push-button controls and ease of operation, its tactile surface, or perhaps more importantly, its ability to contribute to a more pleasurable shower or bath, whether that means preparing for the morning traffic, hearing the news stories of the day, or practicing karaoke.




[image: Illustration]


Time magazine cover, March 20, 2000.





In recent years, “design” has taken on new, expanded meanings and functions. Certainly notions of interactivity, of “user-centered” (or “human-centered”) design, have assumed a significant role in design practice, contemporary with the shift from a machine age to an information age populated by increasingly miniaturized and often visually similar electronic and digital devices. In this view, design often requires collaboration, and moves beyond individualistic and primarily visual paradigms. It is worth noting the definition of design offered by economist and computer scientist Herbert Simon in 1969, who wrote that design is devising “courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones” (see here). This certainly applies to traditionally “designed” products but also to professionals in other fields who employ the term to describe the work that they do. This more inclusive use of the term “design” is implied in a brochure from 2006 publicizing National Design Week, sponsored by the Cooper Hewitt National Design Museum in New York (below). The brochure cover features a photographic display of designed objects that include familiar products such as furniture, appliances, and posters, but also electronic items such as the Palm Pilot, a digital personal assistant and precursor to the smart phone, whose “design” resides less in its minimal hand-held form than in the ease with which it permits access to information through a stylus interface. This kind of design thinking certainly predates the digital age. Even designers often associated with analogue rather than digital products, such as Charles Eames, acknowledged (and practiced) this expansive approach, using the term “design” to describe the process of arranging guests around the table for a dinner party in order to avoid conflict and promote conversation and to contribute to an enjoyable evening (see here, fig. 13.22). The term “software design” also refers to this more contemporary application of the term. While the actions of the software designer do not result in a physical object, they certainly entail a set of instructions and a menu of choices or decisions that enable users to access and navigate through a sea of information toward a desired end. Future designers and students of the history of design should thus be aware of the wide range of practices and contexts that constitute “design,” encompassing activities so diverse as drafting decorative patterns, inventing new manufacturing and production processes, and creating software interfaces.
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Cooper Hewitt Museum, National Design Week brochure, 2006.





Ethics and Social Justice


We noted above that the benefits of design have not always applied equally to all segments of society, either in the industrialized world or globally. Ethics has been another persistent theme in the history of modern design. While the link between design, technology, and progress remains a mainstay of that history, it has also been important to identify the beneficiaries of the design enterprise and address the needs of those marginalized by its practice. The ethical dimension of design may be observed in approaches that emphasize moderation rather than luxury and elitism, but emerges more clearly and urgently in response to the negative effects of industrialization in the later nineteenth century that produced the Arts and Crafts movement (Chapter 5), utopian visions for social equality through standardized low-income housing and products before and after World War II, or a variety of design efforts that attend to global threats to the environment, sustainability, safety, and health. Responses to migration and displacement around the globe exemplify a recent direction of ethically motivated design, whether the result of climate change or violence. Poverty, waste, and increasing disparity in the distribution of wealth and resources globally have also gained urgency and attracted the attention of a growing number of designers from a range of interrelated disciplines. The 2019 Cooper Hewitt National Design Week Awardees included individuals, labs, and consultancies from fields as diverse as fashion, typography, interaction, sustainable architecture, design for the ageing, and for the poor or disabled, along with Nike footwear. The link among the awardees was the belief that “design can change the world; meet the people making it happen.” Whether polemic and oppositional, or reform-minded and compatible with general notions of progress and innovation, ethics and social justice constitute an insistent concern of the design professions, and perhaps more pressing globally today than in the past.


What’s a Designer?


Throughout the history covered in the present volume, designers have been viewed as artists, craftspeople, and engineers, whose efforts have been directed toward products, services, or even the design of software. It is neither necessary nor advisable to choose one of these options to the exclusion of the others; the three terms have changed in meaning (and value) many times over the last few centuries, and strict theoretical positions most often are belied by hybrid results in practice. Today, undergraduate students in fine art or design in most universities continue to share a component of common basic coursework whether they choose to major in painting, graphic design, sculpture, or ceramics: a testament to their shared history. Indeed, many of the Western movements considered in this book were inspired by a belief in the unity and equality of the arts. Even if such beliefs represented utopian views or were embraced by an educated audience or a limited number of manufacturers, they still formed the basis for organizations that were influential in shaping widespread attitudes toward design. The collaborative nature of design and its expansion into a broader range of decisions involving the operation of services as well as the look of products, continues to challenge the educators who devise curricula to meet changing professional needs.


Most scholars agree that an important development in the history of modern design in Europe and North America was specialization and a growing separation of designing from making, incipient in the eighteenth century and more widespread in the nineteenth. During the eighteenth century we can observe the effects of this separation in the relationship between designers who provided models or sketches to manufacturers, and artists who most often executed their own, often unique, works. Acknowledging the separation focuses well-deserved attention not only upon the role of production technology, but also upon manufacturers and consumers as important “stakeholders” in writing the history of design. Thus, despite similarities between art, craft, engineering, and design, most observers remind us that designers are concerned with meeting clients’ needs rather than their own, as well as with producing instructions for serial rather than unique artifacts. Such distinctions provide alternatives to writing the history of design (or explaining design) as though it were an independent artistic and individual activity. They also reveal the constraints under which designers often work and that lie at the heart of their activity, providing credibility to the substantial role design plays in society.


It is also not always easy to distinguish clearly between commercial and artistic motivations in design. Advertising posters in the later nineteenth century were often produced for collectors by printers, as well as commissioned to identify and make products appealing; similarly, the small, mass-produced chromolithographic trade cards produced during the same period to publicize businesses were collected and pasted into albums or scrapbooks. Another point to consider in the relationship between art and design is the status of each profession in the West: as “liberal arts,” painting, sculpture, and architecture were seen to have an intellectual and creative rather than a technical and material basis. Such a hierarchy did not generally apply to non-Western cultures, but reducing the separation between designing and making allowed for comparison of design with a respected professional activity, rather than with a less prestigious manual activity.


A Wider Angle: De-centering Design


Equally significant in our approach to design history is the recognition among practitioners, educators, and the general public that the field is not nearly as inclusive as it should be. In short, design history has most often been told through a decided Eurocentric, male, and white lens. Correcting the problem requires shifts in perspective, a process of “de-centering” that increases awareness of the untold stories of design history, those areas that have been obscured or forgotten by oversight and bias, and that have generally made whiteness and privilege determinants of the historical record.


As Adrian Forty wrote in 1986, change and progress are synonymous; the difference lies in whether change is perceived as desirable or undesirable. While the canon of design history has certainly, and happily, expanded in the twenty-first century, exclusion, whether in relation to globalism, gender, race, or social status, remains an obstacle to writing a more meaningful and worthwhile field of study. Global Inspiration sections at the end of each part of History of Modern Design are attempts at de-centering, along with other areas of content and comment added throughout the text.


Discourse


One of the more enjoyable aspects of studying design history is the sense of community and dialogue among those who contribute to it. Such dialogue, or discourse, brings together different viewpoints and is yet a shared enterprise, based upon common texts, artifacts, and lesser-known material that provide the basis for discussion, dispute, the introduction of new viewpoints, and further knowledge and understanding. As noted above, writing a history of modern design inevitably raises the question of a “canon,” and a recognition of bias in favor of its relationship with the fine arts, Eurocentrism, and the shortchanging of minorities, women, people of color, and the mass market; even in a work as generous in illustrations as this one, it is difficult to avoid charges of exclusivity and bias. Thus an introductory work such as History of Modern Design may only be offered as an attempt to supply a representative selection of artifacts and perspectives that provide students with a framework for study and with the outlines of a shared, developing discourse that includes, but is not limited to, familiar names and works enshrined in museums and exhibitions. The material for this study features vessels and other objects made from glass, ceramics, plastic, or metal; tableware, furniture, textiles (used for curtains, carpets, upholstery, clothing, and wall-coverings), patterns printed or woven for surface decoration, lighting, housings for electric appliances, machines, automobiles, books, posters, magazines, illustrations, advertisements, digital devices, and software. This book tries to place these works in their lived context, whether home, office, or exhibition, including illustrating products as displayed or advertised as much as possible.


It is my hope that the selection and presentation of the material will encourage students to appreciate the expanding world of design and to examine the variety of perspectives that give design meaning in our lives. While it may be useful as a method to compare and study objects such as chairs, or clocks, or automobiles in relation to one another chronologically and to note differences and seek to explain those differences in terms of technical or social change or the innovations of individual designers, it is also important to see objects as they functioned in the lives of consumers and patrons within the economic, social, and political conditions and circumstances that produced them. It is in these relationships that design reveals a particular aspect of its nature: namely, a form of knowledge that is concerned with imagining, shaping, and choosing a future.
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Demand, Supply, and Design (1700–1800)














 


 


In the course of the eighteenth century, parallel transformations in methods of production and patterns of consumption profoundly affected the history of manufactured products in Europe, Britain, and North America. These developments were also global in scope, occurring amid increasing trade between European envoys, merchants, and their counterparts in Asia, exchanging silver and animal pelts for tea and satisfying a growing appetite among collectors and householders for porcelain, lacquerware, and other interior furnishings. Trade involved the exchange not only of goods but also of cultural values including attitudes toward luxury, leisure, the encounter with ethnic, racial, and religious difference, and the political and economic circumstances that shaped those attitudes. Amid the consolidation of the monarchy in France, Louis XIV gave visual expression to his political authority and majesty through artistic patronage on a grand scale, initiating and administering modern facilities for the production of the decorative arts.


In Great Britain, as an elastic growth in consumer demand stretched across geographic and social boundaries in the second half of the century, a generation of entrepreneurial manufacturers and merchants introduced changes in the organization of labor and related technologies of production, increasing the commercial role and benefits of design, merchandising, and marketing in an expanding international economy. New materials and processes emerged, greater productivity was achieved, and a confidence in the attainment of middle-class material comfort resulted, linked to the desire for social mobility and individual fulfillment. This dynamic, interdependent relation between production and consumption, involving new technologies, communications, and competitive commercial practice, provides the foundation for the study of modern design.


The expansion of production and consumption also produced a discourse regarding taste. The need to articulate “true” principles of design, derived from Greek and Roman architecture and directed against the rapid pace of change in dress and furnishings, issued from the champions of an educated elite, whose traditional social position and authority was threatened by expanding commerce and the lifestyles of a more diverse consuming public. In the eighteenth century and beyond, the issue of taste, involving the exercise of judgment and a rationale or mechanism for change, was both aesthetic and social in nature. The concern with standards and the reform of design assumed greater importance in the nineteenth century, and is considered in Part II.













Chapter 1


Royal Demand and the Control of Production


State-owned Manufactories


During the age of absolutism in the later seventeenth century in Europe, monarchs often invested directly in the large-scale production of luxury goods as a visible expression of distinction and authority. In addition to commissioning furnishings from independent craft workshops (see here), royalty also sponsored the construction and oversaw the management of large facilities for the manufacture of goods under centralized control. Design was an integral component in the creation of distinctive, “branded” products that communicated the aura of majesty, exclusivity, and prestige attached to monarchical power, a tangible result of the concentration of wealth. Manufactories also associated monarchs with higher levels of productivity, organization, and innovation that characterized a civilized nation. In France, the growing demand for luxury goods and furnishings at the court of Louis XIV (1638–1715) led to the establishment of the state-owned manufactory just south of Paris at Gobelins in 1662, eventually employing 250 workers in the production of tapestries and other furnishings. In one of a series of 14 tapestries (1662–1678) designed by court painter Charles Le Brun (1619–1690), who held the title of director of the Gobelins, a distinctively attired Louis XIV inspects the Royal Manufactory at Gobelins in the company of ministers including (to the king’s left) his minister of finance Jean-Baptiste Colbert (1619–1683) and Le Brun to his right (fig. 1.1). The large room is filled with a lavish array of textiles and furnishings such as gold and silver urns and trays and an elaborately inlaid table, all produced at the Gobelins workshops. At the right, a standing figure points to a tall cabinet with twisted columns decorated with carved foliage against a deep blue ground, while to his right a figure carries on his shoulder a large wooden floor tile with inlaid decoration. Scholars have identified these figures respectively as Pierre Gole (c. 1630–1705) and Domenico Cucci (c. 1620–1684), the former a cabinet-maker of Dutch descent working in Paris and the latter an artist trained in Italy and brought by the king to the Gobelins. Traditions of virtuoso craftsmanship in furniture-making, involving intricate marquetry in stone or in precious materials such as ivory and tortoiseshell (imported from Africa and Asia), were especially strong both in Holland and in Italy, and the importance of these kinds of skills in projecting cultural exclusivity is demonstrated by the king’s efforts to install both masters at the newly established manufactory. While few royal commissions from Louis XIV’s court at Versailles have survived, figure 1.2 illustrates one of two grand cabinets designed by Cucci, featuring carved and gilded figures as well as deeply carved naturalistic decoration along with marble and wood marquetry panels in a variety of colors. The cabinet is over 9 feet tall, resembles an elaborate architectural façade, and utilizes the most precious raw materials as well as the most consummate skills associated with the arts of painting and sculpture to ennoble those materials through the combined agency of artist and patron.
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Charles Le Brun, Louis XIV Inspecting the Gobelins Manufactory, tapestry, manufactured at the Gobelins Tapestry Manufactory, 146 × 228 in (370 × 580 cm), c. 1662–1678. Palace of Versailles, France.
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Domenico Cucci, cabinet, pine and oak with ebony veneer, set with pietra dure plaques with gilt bronze mounts, 117 9/16 × 77 3/16 × 25 1/2 in (299 × 196 × 65 cm), 1683–1684, from the Palace of Versailles. Alnwick Castle, Northumberland.





A consciously overwhelming display, the abundance of goods depicted in the Gobelins tapestry reinforces visually the social prestige and political power associated with the arts. The richness of the setting and feeling for luxurious display (rather than for the use of the furnishings themselves) emphasizes a direct relationship between absolute monarchy, material abundance, and the flourishing of culture. The series of which this tapestry is a part illustrated 14 events in the life of the king, and it is worthwhile noting that in addition to battles, diplomatic treaties, births, and marriages, the patronage of the arts on a grand scale, including the decorative arts, is also included and therefore significant.


While the products of Gobelins and other manufactories may have served the needs and political interests of a small and wealthy elite, economists such as Jean-Baptiste Say (1767–1832) argued that royal investment in luxury goods and aristocratic consumption meant material progress at all levels of society (“trickle-down economics”), stimulating the economy on a more general level by employing more people at all levels of production, and promoting exports of such goods abroad; the result was a favorable trade balance as well as an international reputation for refined living. As historian Caroline Weber relates, when Queen Marie Antoinette was asked by her husband Louis XVI to curb her personal expenditure on clothing and jewelry in response to public criticism of royal excess in the 1780s, the queen replied that to do so would put 200 shops out of business. In the mid-nineteenth century, the Empress Eugénie of France, who supposedly never wore the same gown more than once, remarked that in maintaining her wardrobe she was helping to sustain the livelihood of Lyon’s silk workers.


Grandeur and projection of majesty were certainly the goals of Louis XIV’s palace at Versailles, designed by architect Jules Hardouin-Mansart (1646–1708) and built primarily between 1678 and 1684. In order to create the palace’s Hall of Mirrors (begun 1678), which served as a grand reception area for visitors (fig. 1.3), Colbert created a manufactory to produce the large mirrors and windows of the hall. Later known as St. Gobain (and still active today), the manufactory rivaled glass production in the Republic of Venice, known at the time for its high quality and technical expertise. It is hardly a surprise that such investment and patronage confirmed the role of the decorative or mechanical arts in stimulating the economy, demonstrating technical achievement, adding beauty to objects of use, providing distinction for their owners, and planting desire in their rivals.
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Jules Hardouin-Mansart, Palace of Versailles, Hall of Mirrors, 1678–1684. Mirrors manufactured at St. Gobain, Paris.





In much of Europe, only royalty possessed sufficient wealth to benefit directly from such high levels of skill and production. Large-scale facilities such as Gobelins required significant capital investment in raw materials, equipment, space, and labor, as well as the costs of oversight and administration. As the scale of operations increased, the need to achieve greater volume, efficiency, and control increased specialization. Among the best-informed guides to the practices of labor and industry at the time were the French writers Denis Diderot (1713–1784) and Jean le Rond d’Alembert (1717–1783), whose Encyclopédie, first published between 1751 and 1772, contains hundreds of engraved illustrations documenting the accumulated practical knowledge and industry of their time. The degree of specialization in both labor and tools is remarkable in its complexity and rationalization. An engraved plate from the Encyclopédie (fig. 1.4) shows the orderly arrangement of a large number of high-warp looms in a spacious, well-lit interior (one of three tapestry-weaving facilities at the Gobelins). In the nineteenth century, illustrated books, often published in series, depicted the rational organization of labor as a series of specialized tasks in large, well-organized facilities to produce a wide variety of “useful manufactures.” Such volumes were often commissioned by manufacturers themselves as a form of publicity, or in small formats for children as a means of education and entertainment (storybooks for children were also among the earliest genres for printed color illustrations). The connection between specialization, efficiency, and material progress became commonplace in the nineteenth century, though it emerges earlier at the Gobelins and in other industries subsidized or stimulated by royal investment.
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Interior, Gobelins Factory, high warp looms, engraved plate from Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert, Encyclopédie, Paris, 1751–1772.





Specialization improved efficiency but did not lead to a decline in quality or to the dry, unvarying repetition associated with mass production in the more competitive economic conditions of the nineteenth century; in fact, specialization inspired innovation and experiment. Translating the sketches or cartoons of court painters into tapestries presented a challenge demanding collaboration and skill. It required the development of a wide array of dyes to rival the range of the painter’s palette, increased attention to subtle detail, and the preservation of the overall unity of monumental compositions. During the eighteenth century, the Gobelins manufactory developed a color palette of more than 10,000 vegetable dyes to approximate the varied tonalities and hues of the sketches (cartoons) they transformed into tapestries on the loom. In the mid-nineteenth century the chief of this department, Michel-Eugène Chevreul (1786–1889), was among the most respected color experts of his day, whose books on the subject were read by late-nineteenth-century artists such as Georges Seurat (1859–1891). Working from models provided by designers was not a servile act of copying; rather it involved a creative transformation from one medium to another, demanding great knowledge of materials, cooperation with other phases of production, and a keen interest in and respect for process.


Artists and Craftsmen


The state-owned system of manufacture encouraged the participation of painters and sculptors in the applied arts. Court painters such as Le Brun and later François Boucher (1703–1770) supplied designs to the manufactories at Gobelins and the porcelain manufactory at Sèvres (see here), and both artists held the position of director for the activities of these large workshops. Such a practice ensured unity of style and expression in all aspects of interior decoration, reinforcing an ideal image projected by the monarchs and aristocratic courts that were their primary patrons. The decorative arts of the period bear the name of the French kings, from the Baroque grandeur of Louis XIV, to the more intimate and sensual Rococo of Louis XV (r. 1723–1774), and finally to the restrained classicism of Louis XVI (r. 1774–1791). The furniture from all three styles demonstrate the most refined levels of skill and craftsmanship, from the carving and joinery of the chassis and clever intricacies of mechanical parts such as secret drawers or doors, to the more sculptural carved decoration, intricate marquetry, and often imported inset surfaces, to the casting and gilding of metal fittings.


Painters or sculptors in France and in courts elsewhere in Europe who provided drawings to manufactories enjoyed a higher professional status than the craftsmen who produced the finished furnishings. The elite audience for painting and sculpture acknowledged the fine arts as “liberal” rather than manual or mechanical, and judged their value along moral and intellectual lines as well as technical ones. The artist’s choice and development of a subject was expected to educate as well as to please the patron, and the training of fine artists in academies rather than in workshops, as well as the exhibition of their works at the biennial state-sponsored Parisian Salons, further reinforced these professional hierarchies. Despite the general acknowledgment of such distinctions, there appears to have been a healthy collaboration between artists and craftsmen in France throughout much of the eighteenth century that contributed to the quality and reputation of luxury goods and furnishings produced for a discriminating clientele. Under the French monarchy, all the arts communicated political as well as social meanings that reinforced the central role of the state in overseeing and regulating the means of production.


In working closely with weavers or other craftsmen, the artist-designer balanced concerns for a convincing image or narrative with respect for surface integrity reinforced by borders and other areas of patterned, planar decoration. Unlike some of their revolutionary counterparts at the end of the eighteenth century, who dismissed craftsmen as servile employees dependent upon the favor of wealthy and aristocratic clients, court painters such as Boucher would hardly have been offended to see their sketches embroidered on a fire screen or on the back of an upholstered chair. Such artists moved freely and seemingly without conflict between the Salon and the drawing room, the official and the private, the serious and the sensual. Indeed, the quality and skills associated with the decorative arts of the pre-revolutionary period would become an inspiration for a number of later French Art Nouveau and Art Moderne designers seeking to revitalize the French national reputation for refinement and luxury in the emerging competitive international economy of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


Aspects of the eighteenth-century design process may be seen in the tapestry The Chinese Fair (fig. 1.5), designed by Boucher and woven at the Beauvais manufactory (also subsidized by the French monarchy) in 1742. The tapestry, more than 18 feet in length, depicts a group of well-dressed and well-attended figures examining a variety of wares along a road that proceeds diagonally from the lower-left toward the upper-right corner. While the palm trees, parasols, pagodas, elephants, camels, and blue-and-white porcelain vessels suggest a European view of aristocratic leisure in contemporary Qing dynasty China, the figures themselves appear Western, as does the bustle of a village marketplace. The combination of the exotic and the familiar suggests Boucher’s effort to frame the “unknown” in relation to the “known,” indicating his privileged patrons’ understanding of their social equals on the other side of the world. Not only does the scene convey the hazy atmosphere of a warm summer day, but details, such as the deep-red parasol held by a young curly-haired servant at the lower left, with its spontaneous flecks of lavender highlights, seem to test the limitations of the medium and expand its range of expression in response to Boucher’s feeling for the stillness of pale afternoon light.
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François Boucher, The Chinese Fair, tapestry, manufactured at the Beauvais Tapestry Manufactory, 143 × 218 in (363.2 × 553.7 cm), 1742. Minneapolis Institute of Arts.





In addition to tapestry, the silk-weaving trade also flourished in the eighteenth century. The silk industry served the demand for both dress as well as material for wall coverings, draperies, and upholstery, expanding with increased royal patronage in response to the impulse for distinction and the enjoyment of luxury living. One of the leading centers for silk weaving in eighteenth-century Europe was the French city of Lyon. The industry benefitted both from an inventiveness of techniques for exploring textures and effects and from collaboration with designers who drew patterns that were transformed into woven silk. An example of a delicate floral pattern for a dress fabric, dating to around 1770, is illustrated in figure 1.6. The designer was Philippe de LaSalle (1723–1805), a merchant-manufacturer who trained as a painter and whose teachers included François Boucher. De LaSalle designed fabrics for royal residences at Versailles and Fontainebleau, and worked for royal patrons in Spain as well as in Russia. His designs frequently employ floral and bird motifs in a pictorial style suggesting deft brushwork set against rich, highly saturated backgrounds. Production involved a technique known as point rentré, which interlocked threads of different colors in order to produce more subtle shading. The technique was developed earlier in the century by Jean Revel (1684–1751), also from Lyon; Revel’s father was a painter who worked under Le Brun at Versailles. Floral motifs abounded in the luxury arts: in the borders of tapestries, on the surfaces of porcelain potpourris that housed dried flowers whose scent freshened the air in the rooms of a chateau or apartment, in the patterns of dress or other textile patterns, in still life paintings, and in illustrated herbals. Artists’ interest in capturing the delicate textures and varied colors of flowers and plants was matched by the investigations of botanists, all of whom sought knowledge of the natural world to better pursue their studies, whether in the interests of pure or applied science, agriculture, reflection, collecting, or other pastimes that contributed to the pleasures of luxury living
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Philippe de LaSalle, pattern for a dress fabric, silk, 149 1/2 × 22 in (380 × 55.6 cm), c. 1770. Musée des Arts Décoratifs, Paris.





De LaSalle took an avid interest in the production process, developing a device that accelerated the weaving of new patterns on hand-drawn looms. His combination of pictorial invention and technical knowledge is characteristic of the lively interrelationship between the arts, technology, and business acumen that produced the flowering of luxury decorative arts in pre-revolutionary France and that furthers our understanding of the design enterprise. Jean le Rond d’Alembert, Diderot’s coeditor of the Encyclopédie (see here), expressed wonder at the level of expertise achieved by weavers: “Has anything ever been imagined, in any domain, more ingenious than the process of weaving striped velvet?” The remark is yet another testimony to the admiration for technical expertise and innovation associated with the applied arts during the ancien régime.


In the later eighteenth century, a synergy developed between the luxury textile industry and the aristocratic focus upon formal attire. At the court of Versailles, dress provided a recognizable visual and behavioral code of social distinctions. In the urban and increasingly fashionable quarters of Paris, dress communicated social aspirations and pretensions as well as personal identity, giving rise to boutiques and to marchands de mode or fashion merchants, such as Rose Bertin (1747–1813), who designed outfits and accessories, including elaborate coiffures, for Marie Antoinette (1755–1793) and other royal and wealthy customers. In the 1770s, printed fashion illustrations (“plates”) in journals replaced fashion dolls to market the latest Parisian fashions to courts and tailors throughout Europe. Formal dress for women accentuated hips, with layers of skirts, underskirts, and petticoats supported by hoops or panniers, a tightly corseted bodice, and a low neckline. The resulting silhouette emphasized an idealized sensuality associated with the female body requiring elaborate undergarments that restricted physical activity. As prints and paintings of the period suggest, women trained to walk in such dresses appeared to glide or hover over the floor, heightening the desired effect. The connection between royal patronage of the arts, productivity, skill, and economic power and progress, implied in the tapestry representing Louis XIV inspecting the workshops at the Gobelins (fig. 1.1), continued to provide a rationale for autocracy even as more democratic attitudes emerged that challenged in a variety of ways such narrow exclusivity and the hierarchical social and political order it represented.



Porcelain


As seen in Boucher’s The Chinese Fair (fig. 1.5), the Western “image” of East Asia generated much intrigue and excitement in Europe during the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as a source of both adventure and economic opportunity. In the arts, interest centered upon imported furnishings with lacquered finish and porcelain – a smooth, refined combination of ceramic materials fired at high temperatures (and producing a distinctive ring when tapped), possessing translucent surfaces. The ingredients and techniques of porcelain production were unknown in Europe until the early eighteenth century in Germany. In 1710, a royal manufactory for the production of highly prized hard-paste porcelain was established under Augustus II, elector of Saxony and king of Poland (1670–1733) at Meissen. In France, a manufactory founded in 1738 to produce soft-paste porcelain was relocated in 1756 from Vincennes to Sèvres near Paris. Its range of wares satisfied both royal demand and the tastes of a sophisticated urban elite in the later eighteenth century.


Sèvres porcelain ranged from extensive dinner services consisting of plates, saucers, tureens, and cups for multi-course meals, to display pieces such as candelabra and potpourri containers with carved and painted decoration, brilliant glazes, and fanciful forms. Upon close observation, dinner plates reveal smooth surfaces, precisely patterned scalloped edges, and delicately painted borders characterized by floral patterns that appear to float against a polished, milk-white translucent ground. Porcelain production at Sèvres and Meissen also included carved figurines based upon classical themes and subjects derived from contemporary popular theater and entertainment, East Asia, or other exotic cultures.


It is generally agreed that elaborate dinner services, numbering to hundreds of individual pieces, were of distinctly higher quality than some of the more production-oriented Chinese export porcelain specifically manufactured for European (and colonial) markets by trading companies that began to face competition from more recently established domestic manufactories. Services of export porcelain were often customized through the addition of coats of arms for the families who commissioned them, and included painted subjects based upon drawings supplied to Chinese workshops by artists who sold their designs to merchants. As described above, at manufactories such as Sèvres or Meissen, a closer working relationship between designers and craftsmen generally produced more symbiotic results.


Better known for their display in eighteenth-century period rooms in major museum collections throughout Europe and the United States are the pink and turquoise, green, or even violet and yellow vases with delicately painted scenes and patterned or floral decoration, elaborately carved handles, relief decoration, and gilded accents. Such display pieces reveal greater specialization of labor and a resulting brilliance of effect. Among the most complex and fanciful of this type is the monumental pot-pourri container (fig. 1.7) in the shape of a tall boat with a perforated sweeping pyramidal “sail” to allow fragrances to escape. On either side, a carved personification of a “wind” blows in either direction, alluding to refreshing sea breezes. The container dates to around 1761 and was modeled by the Italian-born goldsmith Jean-Claude Duplessis (c. 1695–1774), who worked at Sèvres and was responsible for some of the manufactory’s more inventive production.
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Jean-Claude Duplessis, pot-pourri container in the shape of a masted ship, soft-paste porcelain, 14 3/4 × 13 3/16 × 6 1/2 in (37.4 × 33.5 × 14.5 cm), c. 1761, manufactured at the Royal Porcelain Manufactory at Sèvres. Waddesdon Manor, Aylesbury.





The Guilds


Alongside the large state-owned industries that flourished in France and other European centers during the eighteenth century there coexisted the longstanding presence of independent craft organizations known as guilds (corps in French), many of which were organized as early as the thirteenth century. Guilds may be defined as professional associations consisting of workshops employing apprentices and journeymen under the direction of a master who was trained in all aspects of a particular skill such as furniture-making, glass manufacture, or metalwork. Masters owned or rented space for producing their goods on commission directly from a patron (made to order, or bespoke). During the course of the eighteenth century, masters marketed their products through merchants acting as intermediaries with clients; their role increased in importance and included aspects of design (see here). Guilds maintained high standards of craftsmanship and, aside from the state-owned manufactories whose products they reserved the right to inspect, enjoyed a relative monopoly of craft production at the high end of the market. In the later nineteenth century, the founders of the Arts and Crafts movement nostalgically recalled, in an age of increased mechanization and mass production, the technical knowledge, high levels of skill, and independence associated with the guilds. Even in the interwar period, faculty at the Bauhaus school in Weimar were given the title of “master” rather than “professor” (see here), and direct experience with materials and craft production still remain part of both art and design education in many colleges and universities as part of a series of required “foundation” courses.


To become guild masters, journeymen were required to submit a “masterpiece,” judged by guild members to provide evidence of both technical skill and invention. The trades of metalwork, particularly in precious materials, and wood carving and intricate marquetry in the furniture trade, were among the most highly respected crafts during the eighteenth century, with closer ties to the fine art of sculpture. And, as noted above, distinctive patterns for silk weaving were often designed by artists trained as painters, at least at the higher end of the market.


Guild organizations paid taxes to a monarch or prince in exchange for exclusive rights to manufacture and distribute their products in a particular region, enabling the guild to set prices with protection from open competition. Low prices were equated with reduced quality, and thus were judged by the guilds as not being in the best interests of the consumer. Like state-owned or subsidized manufactories, the guilds depended for the most part upon the patronage of a privileged clientele who commissioned unique and individual works either directly from a master or through a merchant. These two systems of production coexisted in eighteenth-century France. Scholars explain that craftsmen working directly for the crown, such as Pierre Gole or Domenico Cucci (see here), were exempt from guild regulations, enabling them to combine skills with a greater degree of novelty and originality.


Although luxury works such as Domenico Cucci’s cabinet (fig. 1.2) were made to order, expanding demand in the eighteenth century also led to the establishment of standard types of furniture with individual variations, and during this time a typology consisting of commodes, consoles, sofas, bergères, and secretaries emerged. Along with variations upon more traditional furniture types, new skills, and new guilds also appeared. The growing complexities of production in the luxury industries were copiously illustrated in Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie. In the mid-eighteenth century, the making of a luxury item such as a dressing table or desk might involve the coordinated efforts of several workshops. A basic carved chassis was the responsibility of the carpenter or menusier, while the veneers and marquetry designs were the work of an ébéniste, who in turn might rely upon a merchant to procure rare woods or imported lacquer panels to complete a finished cabinet or table. A goldsmith or porcelain manufactory supplied escutcheons and other gilt fittings or inset ceramic plaques, while a separate group of craftsmen was responsible for upholstery with woven fabrics ordered from yet another manufactory, usually located in the French city of Lyon (see here).


Furniture types were adapted to the requirements and habits of daily living, and specialization resulted in the development of other areas of expertise that contribute to our understanding of those habits. In addition to determining the size, overall form, and different types of materials, construction, and decoration of a particular table or chest of drawers, artisans also gave careful consideration to the mechanical functions of individual parts – that is, the way these pieces “interacted” with their users. The mechanical writing table illustrated in figure 1.8 is attributed to Jean-François Oeben (1721–1763), a German-born master ébéniste working in France. The table’s surface features floral marquetry designs and a trophy depicting musical instruments in the center composed of a variety of rare colored woods, including tulipwood, purplewood, and ebony. And that is only the beginning: the table opens by means of a mechanism that simultaneously propels the top surface backward and a large drawer forward. The drawer contains a lacquered panel imported from Japan that tilts upward as a convenient, angled writing surface. A button, whose function is disguised to look like a gilt-bronze mount, then permits the owner to push the center drawer forward, in turn hiding from visitors any secret documents or letters that the drawer might contain. In addition to such mechanisms facilitating convenience and ease of use, privacy loomed large in the lives of the owners of high-end furniture. As explained by art historian Carolyn Sargentson, secrecy and “traveling incognito” helped to protect personal property from discovery by servants or assistants who were part of household staffs. In addition, the writing table’s compact design, which takes up less space when the sliding drawer is closed, is well suited to a city apartment rather than a more spacious country estate.
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Jean-François Oeben (attributed to), mechanical writing table, oak and walnut with kingwood, tulipwood, purplewood, bois satiné, green-stained maple, ebony, Japanese takamaki-e lacquer panel, gilt bronze, and iron, 27 9/16 × 36 3/4 × 17 5/8 in (70 × 93.3 × 44.8 cm), 1755–1765. The Huntington Library, Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens, Pasadena, California.





Such specialization increasingly involved the services of the marchand mercier, a merchant (mercer) or furniture dealer who often liaised between customer and craftsmen, subcontracting a commission to several workshops, coordinating the efforts of a number of master craftsmen to create bespoke furniture or items for sale in the merchant’s shop. In Paris, merchants’ retail premises were often located on the Right Bank along the fashionable rue Saint-Honoré, still the city’s magnet for upscale brands and boutiques today. Mercers were often trained as craftsmen and may have worked as designers; but their role is perhaps best understood as being in direct contact with customers, catering to as well as shaping their desires, collaborating with skilled craftsmen, and facilitating commerce.


In the eighteenth century, commercially minded mercers attracted customers with shop signs outside their doors (an example is Antoine Watteau’s sign for the merchant Edmé-François Gersaint’s store Au Grand Monarque, located about one mile southeast of rue Saint-Honoré at the Pont Notre-Dame and dated 1720) and framed portraits of royal clients hanging on the walls. The mercer’s role is a telling feature of eighteenth-century commerce. It demonstrates that the production of luxury goods involved a broad range of interdependent activities that included designing and various kinds of “making”, and an ability to translate or stimulate the desire of a wealthy and cultured client for a combination of beauty, comfort, display, practicality, privacy, and convenience into a manufactured object that contributes to an elite culture that placed high value upon design.


Since the furnishings of a single room of luxury furniture might cost more than the annual salary of a skilled worker, only an exclusive clientele enjoyed the beauty, comfort, and convenience of such furniture. The literary pastimes of this elite clientele are the subject of Jean-François de Troy’s painting La Lecture de Molière (c. 1725; fig. 1.9), whose interior setting is less frequently depicted by De Troy’s contemporaries François Boucher, Jean-Baptiste-Joseph Pater, Nicolas Lancret, or Jean-Honoré Fragonard, artists who preferred music parties or picnics in parklike surroundings as leisure venues. The furniture depicted in De Troy’s interior contributes more than a measure of comfort and informality to the gathering and the participants’ relaxed enjoyment of the pleasures of reading and listening – the rewards of privilege.
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Jean-François de Troy, La Lecture de Molière (The Reading from Molière), oil on canvas, 29 1/8 × 36 5/8 in (73.7 × 93.4 cm), c. 1725. Private collection.





Along with intimate reading and listening (including music), interiors were also the setting for cultivated conversation known as salons, named for the drawing rooms in which such gatherings occurred (not to be confused with the official “Salons” where 

sculpture and painting were exhibited in public; here). Eighteenth-century salons were often organized by women and offered an alternative to the formality and protocol of social gatherings at court. Salons also cultivated intellectual curiosity and freedom in the Age of Enlightenment. As art historian Leora Auslander explained, features of eighteenth-century furniture relate both to the salon and to women’s agency, particularly the drawer mechanisms on secretaries or dressing tables that facilitated both privacy and convenience (here). The interior design of the Grand Salon of the Hôtel Gaillard de la Bouëxière in Paris (now in the Minneapolis Institute of Arts) dating to the reign of Louis XV (c. 1735; fig. 1.10) suggests the intellectual climate of the period. The oval room is decorated with carved and gilded trophies and a lively frieze depicting the arts, nature’s abundance, and light-hearted amusement – here in the form of monkeys (a humorous surrogate for the artist as the “ape” or imitators of nature) inhabiting vine scrolls and playing musical instruments. Only an educated audience familiar with classical mythology would have appreciated the invention, skill, and literary allusions of such an ensemble, in which a sophisticated and coordinated approach to design provides the setting for an afternoon or evening of pleasant entertainment.
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Grand Salon, Hôtel Gaillard de la Bouëxière, Paris, 190 5/8 × 349 1/2 × 230 3/16 in (484 × 888 × 585 cm), c. 1735. Minneapolis Institute of Arts. Gift of the Groves Foundation.





As well as furniture and interior design, other decorative objects designed for domestic interiors demonstrate the cultivated sensibilities of the period, in particular the close relationship between fine and applied art that existed in the luxury trade. In De Troy’s La Lecture de Molière, a large clock rests on a table at the back of the room. Charles Cressent (1685–1768) was a master ébéniste working in Paris; he also trained as a sculptor and manufactured his own gilded metal mounts or fittings. Among his most intricate creations are clock cases, such as the gilded bronze cartel (wall clock) illustrated in figure 1.11 and dating to 1740–1745 during the reign of Louis XV. Atop the clock is an allegorical figure representing Time wielding a scythe above the circular clock. Below, within a C-shaped scroll, is Cupid, reaching out as if to interrupt the motion of Time. Asymmetrically surrounding the figures is a rich array of thick foliage in need of pruning. The ensemble suggests that love conquers time, appropriate for an object that keeps and measures time’s passage and also reveals how we may defeat its ravages. Clocks combined the most complicated mechanical ingenuity of the period with reflection upon the meaning of time on a symbolic level.
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Charles Cressent, cartel clock, copper alloy and mercury gilding with wood, enamel face, 45 1/2 × 19 1/2 in (115.5 × 49.5 cm), 1740–1745. The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, Missouri.





Percier and Fontaine: Design, Fashion, and Continuity in the Aftermath of Revolution


In 1791, the revolutionary government in France abolished the monopolies enjoyed by the guilds for craft production as vestiges of monarchy and privilege. The guild system, which had been responsible both for the education of craftsmen and the protection of exclusive production rights and values, had to adjust to a succession of new official patrons, from the revolutionary government to the Directory (1792–1795), Consulate (1799–1804), Empire (1804–1814), and finally a restored monarchy after 1815. Those governments continued to assume responsibility for patronage and education, sponsoring official styles and establishing schools for the training of designers and craftspeople to replace or supplement earlier workshop practice. At the same time, merchants and manufacturers were generally forced to adjust to more entrepreneurial economic conditions, including international trade and competition. The return of centralized authority in France under Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) in 1804 led to renewed royal patronage and an official “Empire” style in the decorative arts, created in part by the architects Charles Percier (1764–1838) and Pierre Fontaine (1762–1853), who produced severe Neoclassical designs for interior furniture and furnishings, meant to embody the enduring spirit of reason and repudiation of decorative excess.


The relaxation of regulations governing production threatened the unity of style in the decorative arts. Percier and Fontaine addressed these modern, democratic circumstances in the designs they published in Recueil des décorations intérieures in 1801, along with an accompanying introductory text. The engraved plates from this work show forms of furniture and interior decoration inspired by Greek as well as early Roman imperial architecture, employing ornamental motifs and classical figures alluding to time-honored themes such as military victory, fame, and love. An example may be seen in a rich blue and gilt porcelain sugar bowl with eagle-headed handles from the Sèvres manufactory, dating to 1811–1818 (fig. 1.12, and part of an ensemble known as the “Service Iconographique Grec” that included plates with profile busts of figures from Greek history imitating cameo glass), featuring a crisp circular contour and precisely painted decorative patterns. One notices upon closer inspection that the blue ground is varied in tone to suggest polished marble. In their Recueil Percier and Fontaine argued that reforming “taste” by invoking the severe forms of an ancient past would restore the unity in the arts that existed before “fashion” undermined the authority of time-honored principles of utility and convenience. While the author/architects acknowledged an innate, natural human desire for changes in style, they felt that increased leisure and social interaction (“between the sexes”) in contemporary French society had led to more frequent change in dress that affected (or perhaps infected) the decorative arts, leading away from the authority of stable principles of architecture inherited from ancient Greece.


Although the royal laws that protected the guilds from competition had been abolished after the Revolution, the better-known furnishings designed and manufactured during the Empire show remarkable continuity with the traditions of luxury craft: the techniques of woodworking and metals continued to be practiced at the highest and most demanding levels of skill and specialization, with patronage provided by a restored central authority. Design remained a tool of statecraft under Napoleon, and designers such as Percier and Fontaine were responsible for creating his public image, transforming Neoclassicism into a style of imperial authority and the visible “brand” of a new rational order extending to the centralized organization of French society. Indeed, the fine and decorative arts were an important and visible part of Napoleon’s ambitions to reshape French society after the Revolution.


Yet despite the emperor’s political ambitions and the restoration of strong centralized political authority, the new circumstances emerging in the aftermath of the French Revolution were not always conducive to maintaining an effective and progressive collaboration and interchange between craftsmen, artists, mercers, and clients that had contributed to the quality and reputation for luxury goods both in France and abroad during most of the eighteenth century. The tone of Percier and Fontaine’s introduction to the Recueil des décorations intérieures suggests that individualism and the pace of change in “fashion,” extending from dress to the applied arts, led to both a decline in production quality and to the “anarchy of caprice” (the authors cited table clocks among the most offensive examples of such caprice). Their text and its plates read as a “battle against fashion,” and their efforts of reform encouraged the search for and adoption of principles of design guided by reason, rooted in architecture and a reverence for ancient Greece.
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Sugar bowl with eagle-headed handles, from “Service Iconographique Grec,” 9 1/2 × 12 1/3 × 7 1/5 in (24.3 × 31.2 × 18.4 cm). Sèvres Manufactory, Paris, c. 1811–1818.





Tracing the history of the decorative arts in the aftermath of the revolutionary period requires a consideration of several interrelated factors, including technology (for instance, specialization or the introduction of steam power in the weaving industry) and other economies of production; government efforts to identify and promote top-down standards for a unified taste in design; reinforcing the French reputation for luxury goods abroad through trade; and new commercial strategies in retailing and merchandising for expanding consumption in a more competitive economic climate. But it is difficult to illustrate the excesses and violations of propriety to which Percier and Fontaine allude since the surviving examples of design from the time seem to support rather than challenge classical principles; thus the effects of fashion will be more fully explored when we turn to England in the next chapter. What seems to be clear, however, is that Percier and Fontaine’s motivations were at least in part a response to the threat of individualism and democratization that the authors likened to anarchy that resulted in arbitrary, “vulgar” consequences.


Despite the exclusivity that dominated the production and consumption of the decorative arts during the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the efforts of the guilds to limit competition, and the tensions between government and guild, between court and salon, and between fine and mechanical arts, the ancien régime provided the political, social, and aesthetic context for the development of a well-organized, successful, and creative approach to design and luxury living that helped to make France the envy of other nations during the eighteenth century and a magnet for talent. Whether through the marchand mercier who assessed the tastes of a cultivated elite, or through Le Brun, or Percier and Fontaine, who established through their efforts the prestige and aura of royal and aristocratic authority, design emerged as a coordinated set of interdependent tasks and skills, resulting in finished products tied to the ideals and aspirations of their privileged clients. The luxury design enterprise linked manufactured goods to art, to industry, to authority, to nation-building, to individual and social identity, and to the enjoyment of material life in a society with a hierarchical social and political order; in time that order came under pressure from the democratizing forces for political change and its economic and social consequences, as well as conservative calls for the reform of “taste” to help manage those changes.


The Printer’s Art


Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie is noteworthy not only because its illustrations reveal the complex organization and technical practice of many industries in the eighteenth century, but also as an ambitious publishing venture whose first edition comprised seventeen folio-sized volumes of text with thousands of engraved illustrations released over several years, earning a considerable profit for its publisher through subscription sales. The organization and dissemination of knowledge, the formation of private libraries by aristocratic and other wealthy collectors, the pastime of reading aloud or privately (see fig. 1.9), as well as the emergence of newspapers (broadsides) and other popular and ephemeral printed materials, served an expanding literacy and stimulated significant changes in the craft of printing that also are a significant part of the history of modern design. While the Encyclopédie aroused interest for the currency and accuracy of the information it contained on a comprehensive range of subjects, its publisher aspired to high standards of production in terms of letter forms, printing, binding, and the overall presentation of text and images for a wealthy and discriminating clientele. As with other contemporary design industries, each aspect of printing production, from papermaking (produced by boiling rags into pulp rather than from wood) to punch-cutting, matrix-casting, page design, and scrupulous editing for errors, had become a specialized task by the eighteenth century, reaching high levels of expertise and skill for a market that valued the book as an object of beauty and a sign of sophistication as well as an object of use, whether for study or leisure reading.


The types for the Encyclopédie were purchased from Pierre Simon Fournier le jeune (“the younger,” 1712–1768), among the best-known type founders of the period. Fournier developed an early version of the point system for standardizing the measurement of type, and had published his own specimens of type and printers’ decorations for borders and frames (known as fleurons) in his Modèles des Caractères in 1742. He also published a manual celebrating the achievements of the printing profession. Fournier’s types display characteristics inspired by the “King’s Roman” (romain du roi) designed at the direction of Louis XIV for the exclusive use of the crown. Historians of type often use the adjective “mechanical” in describing these Latin letterforms, signaling a shift from the freer forms of calligraphically inspired letters (derived from traditions of writing with a quill pen) toward more precise and rational (typographic) letters featuring hairline (rather than bracketed) serifs, stronger and consistent contrasts between thick and thin strokes, vertical rather than slanted shading (stress) of letters, and greater uniformity in the width of all thick strokes. Following Fournier, the Didot family of printers in Paris, beginning with François-Ambroise (1730–1804) and spanning several generations from the later eighteenth to the early nineteenth centuries, also mastered similar concerns with typography, page design, and the overall quality of production. The portability of books and the printers’ practice of publishing specimen books for publisher and workshop purchase and use (or for posterity in the more luxurious examples) promoted a good deal of communication and cross-fertilization in Europe and the United Kingdom and across the Atlantic. American printer and statesman Benjamin Franklin, himself a printer, recognized the reputation of the Didot family by apprenticing his grandson to a branch of their Parisian firm in 1785.


Books printed using Didot fonts feature the reduction of crowding between letters as well as lines, ample margins, and precise contours of letterforms that result from careful planning and practiced execution, as well as attention to the role of each component in the process both separately and in relation to one another. Such elements made “fine” printing exclusive, imparting a degree of precision and authority to a book’s content, often in editions of “classics” as well as legal or religious doctrine. The Didot typeface, illustrated in a volume of the poetry of Virgil (fig. 1.13) published in 1798 by Pierre Didot (François-Ambroise’s son, 1760–1853), is crisply cut, employing hairline serifs and a distinct contrast between thick and thin strokes of uniform width. Uniformity also applies to the height of each line of text (sometimes known as the x-height, the heights of capital letters being the same as lower-case ascenders) and to the repetition of shapes among the bodies of individual letterforms. Careful examination and comparison with earlier eighteenth-century books also shows that faces such as Didot increase the length of lower-case letters like “g” or “d” that reach above or below the x-height, creating the impression of wider space between lines and less crowding in the text. Pierre Didot and other typographers also devoted attention to the serifs or letter endings of their fonts. While retaining curved brackets on capital letterforms such as the horizontal arms of the “L” or “E,” such transitional elements were eliminated at the bases and tops of other letters. Considered together, the Didot font is usually described as “Modern” (or “Didonic” in another system of classification), whereas less contrast between thick and thin strokes, shorter ascenders and descenders, angled shading or stress, and bracketed serifs are features associated with “Old Face” (Humanistic and Garaldic). Both families of fonts belong to the broad category of typefaces known as “Roman,” based in the upper case upon the carved inscriptions (epigraphy) known from Roman imperial monuments such as the Pantheon and Trajan’s Column and in the lower case upon early medieval (Carolingian) scripts revived by writing masters and early printers in Italy at the end of the fifteenth century.
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Page from Virgil’s Bucolica, Georgica, et Aeneis, Paris (Pierre Didot), 6 1/16 × 3 1/2 in (15.3 × 8.9 cm), 1798. Hagerty Library, Drexel University, Philadelphia.





Typophiles also note that printers were interested in achieving a balance between the elegance of the letterforms, the organization of the page, and the legibility of the text. This in turn may be seen as a parallel to transformations in other crafts where specialized expertise and experiment led to new levels of practical as well as aesthetic achievement. Increasing the amount of white space on a page of printed type tends to make it more inviting to the reader – something that appears to have been taken into account by the printer in the design of the page layout. On the other hand, thin strokes may lack the strength to stand out on the page and consequently may tire the reader’s eye. Creating the desired outcome, the balance between aesthetic effect and legibility, remains a much debated aspect of the printer’s art.


As mentioned above, a number of eighteenth-century printers published extensive specimen books exhibiting the range of their achievement and providing models for others to follow. Among the most comprehensive is Giambattista Bodoni’s (1740–1813) Manuale Tipografico, published in two volumes in 1818 (fig. 1.14) by his wife after the printer’s death. Recruited as court printer to the duke of Parma (who was at the same time acquiring an important collection of printed books and manuscripts for his private library), Bodoni enjoyed the creative freedom to produce the Manuale as a luxury work, with examples of dozens of typefaces in standard and italic fonts, as well as alphabets in Greek and Hebrew. The text of each page is framed by a bold double band with very wide margins on all sides. Other contemporary printers often employed borders around their texts, but also developed a vocabulary of patterned geometric or floral patterns that complemented the visual weight of the typeface, and recalled the intricate decorative flourishes of medieval scribes who copied their texts by hand. Bodoni limited this practice in his Manuale, concentrating more upon the purity of the letterforms themselves and the overall design or architecture of the page.
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Specimen of Ducale in three weights, detail from Manuale Tipografico del cavaliere Giambattista Bodoni, Parma, 1818.





The point system of typographic measurement developed by François-Ambroise Didot, in which the sizes of letters were referred to by points, 72 to an inch, gained currency in France, was later adopted in Britain and in Germany, and is still in use today (the type sizes that we effortlessly manipulate on our computer screens use the same system). Innovations in eighteenth-century printing occurred in an exclusive milieu dominated by wealthy patrons with discriminating and exclusive taste. It is hardly surprising that the model for so-called “Modern” or “Didonic” typefaces emerged from the court of Louis XIV and was yet another aspect of the monarchy’s effort to brand the products of the court, control their production and use, and monitor their dissemination through official channels of distribution. Even in his admiration for the King’s Roman, Fournier had to be careful not to raise the eyebrows of government officials by imitating too closely the types of the National Printing House (Imprimérie Royale). Modern typefaces, like the contemporary crafts of the ébéniste or worker in precious metals (ciseleur), exemplified the progress of the mechanical arts through specialization, skill, and consistent methods of professional design training and practice, combining technical expertise and innovation with an exclusive aesthetic refinement.


Such “fine” printing, as practiced and perfected by Fournier, Didot, or Bodoni, was not the only achievement of eighteenth-century publishing. While it is difficult to trace and study the history of decorative arts for a non-elite audience during this period, popular printing outlets for a broader public existed alongside the better-preserved and studied tradition of fine printing. While perhaps less aesthetically refined and not always exhibiting the highest levels of craftsmanship, more topical and timely forms of print, such as newspapers or broadsides, almanacs, or controversial religious and political opinions in the form of inexpensively bound pamphlets, reached a broad and increasingly literate public during the eighteenth century and are an equally important legacy of printing as a popular, accessible medium for expression and the dissemination of knowledge. Such material reminds us that the mechanical arts, in their serial rather than unique production, reached beyond the authority of official policy and patronage and served needs beyond those of a privileged cultural elite, even if those efforts do not end up in the collections and period rooms of today’s museums. Works such as Joseph Moxon’s Mechanick’s Exercises on the Whole Art of Printing, published in England in 1683–1684, offered readers and amateurs an illustrated guide to the practice of printing, communicating that knowledge was something to be shared rather than too closely guarded. These democratizing views also find expression in the American colonies, where the press was less regulated and printed opinion circulated more freely and publicly (see here and fig. 2.12).










Chapter 2


Entrepreneurial Efforts in Britain and the United States


In eighteenth-century Britain, a new breed of craftsman-merchant initiated several successful manufacturing enterprises that competed with continental luxury production and expanded the trade in such goods to include an upwardly mobile middle class, itself composed of merchants and other professionals. Such initiatives were part of a broad national effort to establish and promote the reputation of the arts in Britain following civil war and the restoration of the monarchy in 1660. Technical innovation along with the ingenuity of entrepreneurs and their ability to combine design, production, and marketing to stimulate consumer desire contributed to their success, due in no small measure to a vibrant print culture that created an active, expanding mercantile economy, reaching beyond Britain to continental Europe and North America. Production and consumption thrived in more competitive economic conditions; the results were dynamic as well as varied, entailing both reward and risk. Faith in material progress on a broader social scale vied with religious and more generally ethical concerns for modesty and self-restraint, and the blurring of traditional social hierarchies and distinctions. Moreover, one cannot fully appreciate the extent of these social, technical, and entrepreneurial developments without considering their global context, in particular the role of the China trade, the subject of the Global Inspiration that follows this chapter.


Design in an Expanding Market


We may begin with the career of London cabinet-maker Thomas Chippendale (1718–1779). Chippendale published the illustrated furniture catalog titled The Gentleman and Cabinet-Maker’s Director in 1754, whose designs demonstrate an awareness of an expanding audience for luxury furnishings to decorate apartments and houses. Unlike earlier pattern or model books intended for workshop use (although The Director was certainly used as such by other cabinet-makers), Chippendale’s catalog targeted prospective customers; its publication coincided with the opening of Parliament in the aftermath of a general election, when new members would be relocating to London and furnishing their apartments or town houses. Although Chippendale trained as a cabinet-maker, his London shop provided complete services for custom interiors including upholstery and wall-coverings, and he was the overseer of a large workshop employing more than 150 craftsmen. The publication of the illustrated Director, the scale of workshop operations, and the range of services all indicate Chippendale’s attention to the growing interest in the decorative arts as an accompaniment to refined living and a mark of social distinction. The anonymous portrait dating to 1770 (fig. 2.1) represents the shop of an unidentified cabinet-maker who is preparing a drawing of a cabinet and bookcase to show to a prospective client. The younger man to the right has been identified as an employee, possibly the owner’s bookkeeper. It is instructive to note that the cabinet-maker is not depicted as a craftsman in working attire but rather as a gentleman wearing breeches, a wig, and stockings – it is the retail end of the trade that is portrayed, emphasizing the higher social standing connected with the roles of designer/merchant-manufacturer in communicating with clients, and illustrating as well the distinctions and relationships among designing, making, and selling.
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Anonymous, A Cabinet-Maker in His Office, oil on canvas, 20 5/8 × 27 1/2 in (52.7 × 70.2 cm), 1770. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.





Chippendale’s furniture designs include examples of contemporary French taste in the style of Louis XV, but the illustrations in the Director also feature variations of this style that incorporate Chinese motifs (as interpreted by Western artists) for chinoiserie (see here), as well as chairs, tables, and cabinets with decoration based upon the Gothic style in architecture (figs. 2.2 and 2.3), which had begun to appear in fashionable English mid-century interiors such as Strawberry Hill (1749). Indeed, such variety in styles is a remarkable feature of the Director and contributed to Chippendale’s success as a designer and businessman.
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Thomas Chippendale, Gothic chair, detail of plate from The Gentleman’s and Cabinet-Maker’s Director, London, 17 3/4 × 12 1/4 in (45.1 × 31.1cm), 1754. Private collection.
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Thomas Chippendale, Chinese chairs, detail of plate from The Gentleman’s and Cabinet-Maker’s Director, London, 17 3/4 × 12 1/4 in (45.1 × 31.1 cm), 1754. Private collection.





How are we to explain the eclecticism of mid-eighteenth-century British design? After all, the phenomenon of different contemporary styles in design challenges the general art historical view of a linear progression of artistic change – the coexistence of varied tastes or styles suggests that ideals of beauty were contested among different individuals and groups rather than limited to the outlook of a single, hegemonic authority. Indeed, we might suggest two related explanations, the first acknowledging a broader and more socially diverse market with tastes less in tune with the judgment of a narrow elite; and the second recognizing that the acquisition of commodities (in short, materialism) is a powerful and self-conscious expression of self-worth and social identity. Styles might draw from history (more properly historicism, the tendency to attribute values and attitudes to the past) and travel, acknowledging an emerging sense of individual identity, far less monolithic than under centralized monarchical control and a more rigid hierarchical social order. The range and pace of change and the democratization of taste increased with elected representative governments, political revolutions in the United States (1775) and France (1789), and the Peace of Vienna in 1815 following the defeat of Napoleon (see here). During Chippendale’s time, some furniture makers adopted the curving surface rhythms and delicate carving associated with French luxury production, while others indulged a penchant for heightened emotionalism linked with nature, the Middle Ages, or exotic associations with Asia.


In this new era, royalty was not the only arbiter in matters of taste. Questioning tradition was the result of freedom of expression and independence, parallel to opportunities for social mobility and the growing and prized emancipation of the artist that emerged with the Romantic movement in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Thus, in general terms, such variety was the outcome of an incipient democratization of culture based upon increased commerce along with the pleasure and social advantages of owning objects of use and beauty.


This phenomenon provides the cultural context not only for the variety of styles in Chippendale’s Director but also for more curious invention and ingenuity. Thomas Johnson (1714–c. 1778), a British designer-craftsman, specialized in the design and manufacture of decorative frames, candle-stands, and particularly of wall-mounted candelabra known as girandoles. Although the asymmetrical composition and spiral pendants seen in his published designs may have been inspired by contemporary French examples, many of Johnson’s works demonstrate startling originality and invention. A carved wooden wall light attributed to him (fig. 2.4) represents a rustic narrative scene complete with a miller carrying bags of grain on a ladder while his horse, laden with yet more bags of grain, idles beneath a masonary arch with keystone above which sits a tall brick structure with a windmill and sweeping wooden roof recalling the form of Chinese pagodas. The candle-holders themselves, while made of iron and gilt bronze, are cast to appear like wild branches with rough surfaces, complementing the scene’s rustic setting.




[image: Illustration]


2.4


Thomas Johnson, wall light, mahogany, 43 1/2 × 30 × 16 1/2 in (110.5 × 76.2 × 41.9 cm), 1758. Philadelphia Museum of Art.





Another acknowledgment of difference in the expanded range of style and expression in later eighteenth-century Britain is the less sophisticated pottery that reveals a popular, bottom-up approach to design, less dependent upon the emulation of one’s social betters. Existing on the margins rather than in the mainstream of the design history canon, such work is no less important for our appreciation of the broad range of production in British design in the later eighteenth century. The heavy earthenware jug illustrated in figure 2.5 is an example of popular imagery of the era. The center for earthenware production in England was Staffordshire, northwest of London; the jug’s form is typical and technically traditional, while the imagery on both sides suggests the kind of humorous and irreverent subjects and crude execution that deviate from classically inspired figures found in Wedgwood (see below). One side of the jug shows a portly seated figure holding a jug, known popularly as “Toby Fillpot,” a legendary eighteenth-century drinker celebrated in contemporary song and verse. On the other side of the jug is a scene of “The Blacksmith at Gretna Green,” a town just to the north of the border between England and Scotland famous as the site of weddings (with the blacksmith as “anvil priest”) where couples went to circumvent restrictive marriage laws enacted in England in 1754 (allowing parents to veto a union if either partner was under the age of 21).


The accelerated pace of change and variety in the style of commodities, linked with democratic, political reform and Romantic ideals of individuality, were potent social as well as economic catalysts for invention and an accelerated pace of change in the decorative arts. Such variety in the design of useful goods satisfied both the psychological and social aspirations of consumers and stimulated the entrepreneurial efforts of merchants, manufacturers, and artists.


Wedgwood and Antiquity


Younger than Chippendale, Josiah Wedgwood (1730–1795) was another successful entrepreneur of this period in England. Wedgwood came from a family of potters in Staffordshire, and, as a trained craftsman, his early contribution was primarily technical. He successfully developed a process for making a cream-colored glazed earthenware (dubbed creamware) that was considerably more refined than other local products (compare, for instance, the Staffordshire jug illustrated below, fig. 2.5), and that adopted the then-current preference in the luxury market for simple, regular shapes and restrained, painted and patterned decoration. A friendship (and eventual partnership) with Thomas Bentley of Liverpool that began in 1762 was instrumental in connecting Wedgwood with the market for luxury ceramics, for Bentley traveled frequently to London and was aware of shoppers’ preferences, information that contributed to the choice of pottery shapes and painted motifs for their embellishment. The decoration, eventually applied with a more consistent stenciled transfer-printing method rather than hand-painting, was supplied by a firm in the city of Liverpool, and may be seen in examples of creamware plates and serving dishes dating to 1790 (fig. 2.6). Wedgwood’s experiments, both technically and in terms of design and marketing, resulted from a worldly outlook not uncommon among manufacturers and merchants of the time, and his creamware competed with more costly imported porcelain wares being produced in France and Germany for an exclusive European and international market. With Bentley’s privileged social connections, Wedgwood produced a large service of his creamware for Queen Charlotte of England (1744–1817), establishing his firm’s reputation for quality and status (remember that Chippendale included the names of the subscribers to his Gentleman and Cabinet-Maker’s Director); indeed, after 1765 the design was renamed Queen’s Ware. Following this success he built a larger factory that he named Etruria in 1769. In his published catalogs, Wedgwood acknowledged his commercial success and the role of his influential patrons:


The demand for this said Creamcolour, alias Queen’s Ware, Alias Ivory, still increases. It is really amazing how rapidly the use of it has spread almost over the whole Globe, and how universally it is liked. How much of this general use, and estimation, is owing to the mode of its introduction – and how much to its real utility and beauty? are questions in which we may be a good deal interested for the government of our future Conduct ... For instance, if a Royal, or Noble introduction be as necessary to the sale of an Article of Luxury, as real Elegance and beauty, then the Manufacturer, if he consults his own interest will bestow as much pains, and expence too, if necessary, in gaining the former of these advantages, as he would in bestowing the latter.


Wedgwood capitalized on the enlarged Etruria facility to increase production. His efforts included the division of labor, employing a small number of standardized shapes that were customized with a variety of decorative patterns, and the use of molds rather than potters’ wheels to ensure uniformity and production consistency. Sometimes referred to as “batch production,” Wedgwood’s initiatives and innovations maximized efficiency and precision along with providing consumer choice within a limited range of shapes and decorative patterns (see below on similar practices in China, here). Since sets of creamware and other Wedgwood products were selected either from catalogs or ordered in showrooms, it was essential to maintain consistent quality, and in the course of his career Wedgwood developed thermometers to measure more accurately the temperature of his kilns. For this and other inventions he was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society (Britain’s national academy of science) in 1783, an indication that design culture straddles and connects the fields of science, applied technology, art, and commerce.
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Jug with “Toby Fillpot and the Blacksmith at Gretna Green,” lead-glazed earthenware, Staffordshire or Yorkshire, c. 1790–1810. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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Josiah Wedgwood, Queen’s Ware with green Water Leaf pattern, earthenware, c. 1790. Private collection.





Wedgwood was also attuned to the importance of distribution and retailing: he helped to finance the construction of canals near the Etruria manufactory to facilitate transport and delivery of the manufactory’s products, and looked for ways to expand his market, for instance opening a showroom in London and publishing an illustrated catalog from which retail merchants could select and purchase samples to display in their stores. Wedgwood’s career is a far cry from the image of the local village craftsman. His skills may have initially been nourished in that milieu, but they matured and prospered amid increasingly modern, entrepreneurial, and competitive economic conditions in cosmopolitan urban centers, less strictly regulated than in France and directed toward an expanding market that he in turn was helping to create.


Wedgwood’s catalogs of his ceramic wares display a variety of styles that catered to diverse tastes at mid-century, but appealing to the taste and patronage of wealthier clients, as noted above, was paramount to the company’s reputation. Subsequent technical experiments led to new stoneware products known as basalt and jasper wares, whose opaque surfaces in black and blue respectively were cast in molds with figural relief decoration in white, imitating frieze-like compositions and recalling the technique of cameo glass.


In evoking the stability and enduring humanistic values of the classical past, such stoneware catered to contemporary aristocratic taste for collecting Greco-Roman antiquities (see above on Percier and Fontaine, here), spurred by the rediscovery of the ancient Roman cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum, and the custom of traveling to these and other ancient sites on the Grand Tour (often in the company of knowledgeable guides) as a component of an upper-class education. One of the most celebrated Roman objects of this period was the so-called Portland (Barberini) vase, a cameo glass original of the first century BCE brought to Britain from Italy by an antiquities dealer and manufactured with the consent of its English owner by Wedgwood in a series of stoneware copies beginning in 1790 (fig. 2.7). Wedgwood’s stoneware vases and plaques were based upon antique originals or upon models that Wedgwood commissioned from contemporary artists, including sculptor John Flaxman (1755–1826). Flaxman championed the Neoclassical style and the enduring, enlightened values it represented. These models became the basis for relief molds to create vases and plaques for serial production (often inset in furniture or fireplaces, see fig. 2.13). Wedgwood’s letters and project records provide a lively account of his business and the complex interrelationships among design, production, applied science, distribution, and astute marketing.
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Josiah Wedgwood, the Portland (Barberini) vase, black jasper ware, 10 × 7 3/8 in (25.4 × 18.7 cm), c. 1790. Wedgwood Museum, Stoke-on-Trent.





Scottish-born architect Robert Adam (1728–1792) was a contemporary of Josiah Wedgwood and Thomas Chippendale who supplied drawings for furniture and interior furnishings to manufacturers for wealthy clients. Furniture designed by Adam incorporates elements of classically inspired architecture and decoration, at times severe but frequently enlivened by gilding, brightly colored silk fabrics, and lively painted wall decorations. Kenwood, the estate of William Murray, the first Earl of Mansfield (1705–1793) in Hampstead Heath, London, was remodeled by Adam between 1764 and 1773, and its vaulted library was the public receiving room for the earl’s guests (fig. 2.8). Murray was an important judge serving under King George III, and the library communicates visually his erudition, with busts of Homer and Zeus located on either side of the earl’s own painted portrait. classical motifs appear in the columns, garlands, and gilding that decorate the mirrors, which in turn reflect and augment light throughout the interior from large windows across the room. Frescoes by Italian painter Antonio Zucchi (1728–1795) portray allegories of the arts as they contribute to learning and civilization. The theme alludes to humanity’s appreciation of nature and the peaceful enjoyment of her bounty, which learning amplifies. Sensuality is also present, albeit in a relatively chaste manner – a marriage and a Bacchanal are depicted among nature’s gifts to humankind.
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Robert Adam, Library, Kenwood House, Hampstead, London, 1767–1769.





The interiors of Kenwood reveal a learned and sophisticated taste, as well as a new appreciation for the decorative arts as a source of pleasure, and the desire of their occupants to communicate their enlightened attitudes and distinction. What motivated so many traditionally wealthy and more recently successful and powerful families to build or remodel their estates in the later eighteenth century and hire architects such as Adam to give material expression to their ideals and values? One might see the popularity of Adam’s Neoclassical design as an assertion of cultivated taste and privilege in a period when the authority of official views were challenged by public opinion, when traditional class distinctions were undermined by a more diverse and socially mobile society, and when change and the threat it posed to the established order produced a longing for the stability of a golden age as a source not only of nostalgia for the past but of hope for the present and future. To judge from the evidence of Kenwood, Murray both shared and exemplified this view; he was not born into great privilege or wealth, but rose to become a high court chief justice respected for fair but often progressive views, including his support for legislation to outlaw slavery in Great Britain.


Commodities, Fashion, and Taste


In an age of material progress and commercial expansion, Chippendale and Wedgwood’s success underscores the significant role commodities played in communicating social status and individual identity, particularly in an economic and political climate in which opportunities for upward social mobility increased. A number of historians refer to the market for commodities in England as “elastic,” a result of the blurring of traditional class distinctions by new wealth amassed through trade, industry, and educational opportunity, fewer restrictions on entrepreneurship, and the mingling of social classes in public settings that constitutes an aspect of modern urban experience. Within this context of social aspiration and ambiguity, the desire for manufactured products acquired new and complex levels of meaning that echo in today’s consumer economy.


New wealth held the promise of personal and social improvement; consumption was one of the visible signs of social status, through dress and in the display of furnishings and conveniences in the home. Fashions and manners communicated the relationship between wealth and status, and wealth alone, unaccompanied by the manners and trappings of “polite” society, did not guarantee social acceptance. It is the real prospect of social advancement in Britain that provides the backdrop for the expanding market in the decorative arts and for experiments in design, production, and merchandising undertaken by Wedgwood and others.


Hopes and Fears in an Expanding Market


The speed of change, while stimulating production and commerce, also provoked resentment from conservative critics and designers. For these critics, “fashion” was synonymous with excess and was a reflection of conflicting attitudes toward materialism. They targeted elaborate dresses and hats, satirized in cartoons and in print for being impractical and pretentious, proposing that architecture, deemed to be more permanent and enduring as a guide for change, was the proper model for the decorative arts and dress. Well-traveled collector and amateur architect Thomas Hope (1769–1831) published Household Furniture and Interior Decoration in 1807, featuring illustrations of formal interiors in a Neoclassical style. In his own Duchess Street home in London, Hope drew upon his own lengthy “Grand Tour” that took him to Rome, Greece, Turkey, and Egypt, and was also aware of the antique and Egyptian sources mined by French architects Percier and Fontaine (here). His furniture and interior furnishings often included carved animal and other figural forms, and complemented his extensive collection of ancient and contemporary art (including sculptures by John Flaxman). Hope’s sources varied, but we might choose as an example the armchair illustrated in figure 2.9. Its splayed legs and curved backrest recall the form of the “klismos” chair depicted frequently in ancient Greek pottery and in relief on grave steles, while the corners of the front of the seat feature carved griffons whose wings reach upward to the ends of the arms, providing the kind of decorative animation that Hope admired in ancient Greek and Roman art and that, in his view, provided pleasure to the owner as well as inspiring admiration from a guest. In his introduction to Household Furniture and Interior Decoration, Hope states that “taste” is not a matter of personal whim; rather it is the product of “visible elegance and intellectual beauty,” that is, permanent criteria rather than a fleeting appeal prone to frequent change motivated only by commercial advantage or social pretense. Like Percier and Fontaine’s Recueil des décorations intérieures, Hope’s text is a precursor (if less prescriptive) to mid-nineteenth-century design reform (see here), an attempt to influence taste in reaction against the democratizing forces of technology, entrepreneurialism, pluralism, and the threat they posed to traditional society. And yet, Hope did not aim to imitate ancient Greek or Roman forms, but rather to employ those forms as a resource for original, modern invention: he also argued that the Classical tradition included variations in decoration that appear in Turkish and Islamic art; the entrance to his Duchess Street home featured a portrait of Hope in Turkish dress, and his home included a room he described as “Saracenic and Moorish” (later known as the “Indian” room!).
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Anonymous, Armchair, beech, painted and gilded, with cane seat, 353/4 × 251/2 × 29 in (91 cm × 65 cm × 74 cm), c. 1804. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.





Hope opened his home to friends and members of the Royal Academy of Art (founded 1768) – some visitors praised the home’s good taste, including its palette for walls and upholstery, even its freedom from imitation. But other guests were less complimentary, complaining that the house was too eclectic, more a museum than a home. These disagreements about “taste,” appearing in letters and published in newspapers, demonstrate that design was a subject of frequent public discourse (Hope wrote that the reason he illustrated his designs with line drawings rather than hand-colored prints was to reduce their cost and increase their wider dissemination), even if his “public” was quite selective. This debate expanded during the course of the nineteenth century, leading to a search for standards, of ethical as well as aesthetic importance, amid more concerted efforts to assert and defend authority in order to “elevate” public taste in the face of competing points of view.


Evidence for the eighteenth-century discourse on the subject of taste, the decorative arts, and the character of polite society also emerges in the novels of Jane Austen (1775–1817). In Northanger Abbey (begun 1798 but published posthumously) it is the effort, or perhaps the game, of discerning wealth and position for the purposes of arranging marriages or initiating favorable relationships that lies at the heart of the novel, in which fashion and manners play a considerable part. Upwardly mobile middle-class householders were beginning to experience and enjoy the comforts and convenience that commodities provided as well as the individual and social identity they conferred, all formerly associated with a small and generally privileged landed aristocracy. Portraits from this period register the pride and assurance of self-made individuals and their families through the possessions that surround them in their homes (including taking afternoon tea), visible signs of confidence, self-improvement, and social respectability. Such aspirations also spawned a nascent literature of self-help books (that continue to this day) aimed at both men and women, addressing not only how to dress but how to stand, walk, greet, and dance, with “grace,” avoiding awkwardness or affectation. An example is the 1811 Mirror of Graces, whose author (anonymously identified only as “a lady of distinction”) notes that appearances are a “letter of recommendation” and that “taste” requires “congruity between internal character and external appearance.”


Indeed, novelty and change in design may attest to democratization and signify a relaxation of social boundaries and increased opportunities for social advancement, in effect, a culture of “meritocracy” rather than lineage. Yet fashion also attracted criticism for a tendency toward ostentation and conformity to values rooted in materialism – increasingly critics blamed fashion for a decline in traditional values of modesty and moderation, and the emphasis it placed upon the opinions of others (what the sociologist David Riesman later called “other-directed” behavior in the post-World War II era, see here). In Jane Austen’s later novel Mansfield Park (1814), the author treats changes in fashion with decided disdain. Here the acquisition of commodities alone never substitutes for the pleasures and sensibilities of the “good” life. For instance, Edmund, a cousin of the novel’s central character, Fanny Price, laments that his friend and romantic interest, Mary Crawford, has fallen victim to the lure of fashion and materialism: “It is the influence of the fashionable world altogether that I am jealous of. It is the habits of wealth that I fear.” One presumes Edmund meant “bad habits”: fashion allows people to pretend to be that which they are not, to behave “unnaturally,” to mistake appearance for intrinsic character revealed in actions and deeds. The ethical and political dimension of design during this time played no small role in a dialogue that included attraction as well as suspicion toward consumption that persists throughout the entire history of modern design. It also raises issues that relate to our own time: the phenomenon of “posing” that emerges in our treatment of Postmodernism (see here) acknowledges the notion that an individual’s character is as fluid and changeable as a Halloween costume, especially in the context of performance, rather than something essential or conditioned by an internal process of development through age and experience.


Not surprisingly, the “habits of wealth” were often linked with dress. In the course of the early eighteenth century, fashionable clothing was woven from silk, and, in England, silk weaving was centered in the east end of London at Spitalfields. The English government took an interest in promoting silk weaving domestically, attracting French weavers and guaranteeing their rights in the industry. Trading companies initially imported the raw silk for production, and from the 1730s designers created and sold patterns based upon the adaptation of designs from Lyon (see here). One of the best-known English designers from the 1730s through the mid-1750s was Anna Marie Garthwaite (1690–1763), who worked as a freelance designer, selling her patterns to weavers, primarily for silk fabrics to be used for dresses. Figure 2.10 is an example of Garthwaite’s work from the 1740s, a brocade woven with a rich palette of bright lavender, yellow, blue, and green against a pale pink ground and a loose pattern of flowers, leaves, and a curved, twisting stem. A guide to English industries published in 1751 noted that Garthwaite had introduced the principles of painting to the art of weaving. Spitalfields silk was a successful luxury export product to the British colonies, including North America, where it can be identified in portraits from the later eighteenth century.
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Anna Marie Garthwaite, silk brocade, 45 3/16 × 23 1/2 in (115 × 59.8 cm), c. 1740–50. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.





While the dominant approach to dress in the later eighteenth century in England reflected the French courtly example, costume historians often note increasing informality in English dress. Rather than overtly expressing social exclusivity through elaboration, some examples of English eighteenth-century dress are simple and “natural,” as if to convey a certain egalitarianism, a recognition that, beneath the clothes we wear to communicate difference and individual identity, we are all basically the same. Writing on the subject of fashion and clothing in the early nineteenth century, Scottish-born writer Thomas Carlyle (see here) observed that “within the most starched cravat there passes a windpipe and wesand, and under the thickest embroidered waistcoat beat a heart.” We encounter this more natural attire in Angelica Kauffmann’s (1741–1807) portrait of Lady Elizabeth Foster dated 1784, featuring a straw bonnet and soft but plain muslin fabric (fig. 2.11).
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Angelica Kauffmann, Portrait of Lady Elizabeth Foster, oil on canvas, 50 × 40 in (127 × 101.6 cm), 1784. Ickworth House, Suffolk.





To summarize, whether in Thomas Chippendale’s furniture business, the pottery partnership of Wedgwood and Bentley, the silk industry in Spitalfields, Thomas Hope’s designs in Household Furniture and Interior Decoration, or the popular and high-spirited earthenware from Staffordshire, design emerged in England as an integral component in expanding production of a variety of consumer products in an increasingly competitive domestic and international economy with broad appeal. Whether based upon adaptations of French luxury goods, inspiration from classical antiquity, Gothic or Chinese architecture, or popular subjects executed in a charming but less sophisticated manner, design added meaning and value to a wide variety of useful manufactured goods that shaped people’s material environment. Most often developing at the higher end of the market, design was connected with innovative production, promotion, and merchandising. Primarily design history has focused upon elite taste, but even that taste allowed for variety and a degree of democratization in a social and economic climate that offered increasing opportunities for self-improvement, leisure, individual identity, and social advancement.


The United States


In the colonial United States, the production and consumption of the decorative arts during the eighteenth century was much influenced by French and British trends and tastes. Spitalfields silks were imported to the colonies, and colonial craftsmen and workshops, inspired by the printed illustrations in Chippendale’s Director and other contemporary model books, produced technically accomplished and distinctive carved furniture for well-to-do families in cities such as Boston and Philadelphia during the second half of the eighteenth century. The fashionable taste for exotic, fine-grained mahogany displaced local woods. Jennifer Anderson has shown how the search for tropical hardwoods also expanded the trade in enslaved African people.


For his estate at Monticello in Virginia, Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) purchased a Wedgwood creamware dinner service, and in the dining room the fireplace surround features inset Wedgwood jasper-ware plaques (fig. 2.13). Following an extended visit to France from 1784 to 1789, he also acquired a Sèvres dinner service. In addition, Jefferson designed his own practical, often ingenious furniture, constructed by craftsmen on the premises of his estate. These were intended not for commercial sale, but rather to increase his own productivity, and included a revolving bookstand and a table with a rotating top for his study. Not as intricate as the secret drawers and springs found in Oeben’s writing table (see fig. 1.8), Jefferson was nevertheless an accomplished “amateur” furniture designer, focusing his attention upon mechanical solutions to improve his own efficiency.
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Thomas Jefferson, dining room with fireplace and Wedgwood jasperware plaques, Monticello, Virginia, 1808–1809. Monticello/Thomas Jefferson Foundation, Inc.





Settlement in the far west of the United States in the later eighteenth century included the twenty-one missions established by the Catholic church (in what is today the state of California) and based upon the regional architecture and plain furnishings from Spanish colonial Mexico. Whether in the American colonies or western territories, English and European settlements often displaced or marginalized Indigenous Native American populations and their independent identity, artistic traditions, and patterns of life.


Popular Literature and the Freedom of the Press


Readers familiar with the life of Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) are aware that this colonial founding father, inventor, and diplomat began his career as a printer and newspaper editor. Franklin was aware of continental developments in fine printing (see here) and published English translations of classical literature in handsomely bound editions with spaciously designed text pages. He also served on the committee to oversee the printing of the Declaration of Independence in 1776 in Philadelphia by John Dunlap, for which the fine types of English type founder William Caslon (1692–1766) were chosen.


Yet Franklin is perhaps best known as the publisher of printed ephemera, most notably Poor Richard’s Almanack, released annually between 1732 and 1757 under the pseudonym Richard Saunders. Poor Richard’s Almanack contained practical advice, aphorisms, monthly calendars, and weather predictions, aimed at farmers and tradespeople of diverse backgrounds, providing a varied combination of useful information, wisdom, satire, and popular fiction in a serialized format (fig. 2.12). Distinguished neither by the excellence of its typography nor its single-column layout or crude illustrations and tables (it is certainly not a model for information design), the Almanack reveals Franklin’s ability to direct topical printed materials toward a broad and inclusive readership with insight into their common interests and concerns. The design of such printed material involved the use of inexpensive materials for paper and covers, maximizing space with narrow margins and reduced leading between lines of type, and title pages featuring large sizes of bold type and italic letters to attract attention. Content, even on calendar pages, is also broken up rather than continuous: an aphorism or joke is at times inserted in the midst of a calendar page where empty space left room for a bit of extra text. The term “ephemera” could not be more apt to describe Poor Richard’s Almanack; whether from repeated use or cheap materials, those copies of the Almanack I have examined have become exceedingly fragile, with today’s readers required to use slender pieces of cardboard (rather than their fingers) to turn the thin pages.
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Calendar page for April, PoorRichard’s Almanack, height 7 1/8 in (18.1 cm), Philadelphia, New Market Press, 1733. Kislak Center, University of Pennsylvania.













Global Inspiration I


China and the Sinosphere


For about two millennia, China was indeed the Middle Kingdom – the center of world civilization. Everybody, including Europeans, recognized that the Chinese were wondrously more advanced in all fields of design and manufacture, which is why they went to extraordinary lengths to trade for, imitate the appearance of, and learn the methods of production for, Chinese works. Some of the greatest design achievements in the Sinosphere that captivated the West were paper, printing, silk, porcelain, and the factory system of divided-labor mass production.


Archaeological records show that the Chinese were making paper by at least the 2nd century BCE, were printing textiles by 220 CE, were using xylographic printing for texts by the 600s, were doing typographic printing with clay and wood by the 1040s, and were printing with metal type by the 1200s.


Thomas Chippendale’s furniture designs in the “Chinese Taste” in The Gentleman and Cabinet Maker’s Director (see here) or the Japanese lacquer panel hidden in the writing table designed by Jean-François Oeben (see fig. 1.8) are ample testimony to the appeal of East Asia to wealthy consumers in the mid-eighteenth century. The “Chinese Taste” was hardly limited to Great Britain or France and may be seen earlier in Portuguese and Dutch commercial trade with Asia in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. When we commonly refer to our dinnerware as “china,” we take for granted the degree to which international travel and trade have been integral to the history and shaping of modern design.


Illustrated accounts published by missionaries and travelers informed Western readers about China, as did examples of porcelain brought back by diplomats and merchants. In Holland the desire for Chinese blue-and-white porcelain (the blue glaze was derived from the mineral cobalt, which had first reached China in the fifteenth century through trade with Persia [modern-day Iran]) spawned a lively market for blue-and-white tin-glazed earthenware produced in the Dutch city of Delft, displayed with pride on the shelves of middle- and upper-class homes or in local outdoor markets, and visible in Dutch paintings of the time. While the visual arts in China were both highly developed and varied, the China trade with the West was selective, tending to concentrate upon particular styles and types of porcelain and lacquer decorated with a vocabulary of motifs that identified work as being “Chinese.” As noted above and seen in Boucher’s The Chinese Fair tapestry (see fig. 1.5), the Western view of China was associated with luxury in the early eighteenth century, but, by mid-century, motifs such as pagodas, parasols, schematized clouds, and waves, along with dragons and chubby toddlers, appear more popularly in exports as well as in work manufactured in the West, known as “chinoiserie,” i.e., Western interpretations of Chinese decorative arts. Thomas Johnson’s wall light (see fig. 2.4) might be labeled “chinoiserie,” as it borrows freely from this vocabulary of East Asian decorative elements. “Export” ware, primarily porcelain and lacquerware, was manufactured specifically for European or North American markets, often with designs supplied to Chinese workshops in the city of Jingdezhen by Western artists, and included hand-painted wall coverings on rice paper.


Asian decorative arts were not the most frequent items of trade during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Traders imported tea from China in vast quantities, along with silk (as well as cotton from India). Compared with the heavy, scratchy European woolens and linens, silk was very strong, fine, lightweight, comfortable, easily dyed, and super-glossy. Tea drinking as a ritual in polite society demanded elaborate tea services and tea tables; examples are seen in still life paintings of the period that depict an afternoon repast, complete with porcelain teapots, caddies, creamers, deep saucers, and bowls, alongside silver spoons and tongs. European, British, and North American ships left their home ports laden with cargoes of silver, animal pelts, and ginseng (a plant root much valued for medicinal and cosmetic purposes in China), and returned with their holds filled with tea, silk, and Indian cotton, along with porcelain and lacquerware, by percentage small in comparison with other commodities but significant as evidence of the global scope of eighteenth-century design and commerce.
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Dish with broad flat rim, Chinese, Qing dynasty, hard-paste porcelain with underglaze blue, diameter 10 1/8 in (25.7 cm), height 1 ¼ in (3.2 cm), Kangxi period (1662–1722). The Frick Collection, New York. Accession 1965.8.197.





The Chinese had been involved in inter-Asian commerce for centuries. Interchange occurred via the ancient silk roads, and European/Chinese trade took place as far back as ancient Roman times, and very regularly throughout the early medieval period thanks to traders and missionaries (for example, the Nestorian Christian and Radhanite Jewish communities in China, whose presence is documented in grave markers and manuscripts). There is textual and material evidence that word of Chinese printing technologies spread westward via the silk roads to Muslim regions of West Asia and North Africa – and Muslim Spain, too – by the 1100s, and to the rest of Europe by around the 1200s. Also important to note is the resurgence in European trade with East Asia in the 1200s thanks to the Pax Mongolica: many Europeans traveled to China in the 1200s and 1300s and wrote narratives of their journeys, bringing back mention of printed paper money and the like.


In addition to trade, Europeans made concerted attempts at industrial espionage and evangelism in the 1500s and 1600s, especially. The letters that Father Francois Xavier d’Entrecolles sent back to his superiors in France c. 1600 communicated both the secret of how to make porcelain and a description of the Chinese mass-production system of finely divided factory labor.


In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a network of officials regulated the China trade, located in markets or warehouses called “hongs” along China’s southern coast where traders transacted business. In addition to the ships’ captains, crews included the merchant officer, known as the “supercargo.” The Chinese carefully regulated Western traders’ commercial practice in China – ships docked at the southern harbor city of Canton (today Guangzhou) and were permitted to visit the nearby enclave established for Portuguese traders at the coastal town of Macao. Notwithstanding interruptions during periods of political upheaval, the Chinese increasingly embraced foreign trade, and large quantities of goods were designed and manufactured for export, while higher-quality work for the imperial court and the high-end domestic market, especially in porcelain, was eagerly sought by visiting collectors or their agents. In addition to unique and highly original pieces, Chinese workshops also excelled in production efficiencies, applying a division of labor and creating myriad variations on a small number of standardized shapes and a vocabulary of “stock” decorative motifs, combining resourcefulness with high standards of skill and invention both for export and for an expanding home market, itself stimulated by increased international commercial activity. China also invented the factory system of mass production about two millennia before Europeans claimed they invented it in the 1700s, as is evidenced by the mass-produced Terracotta Army of c. 210–209 BCE, and the factory mass production of bronze funerary wares, lacquerware, and porcelain over the course of many centuries.


While wealthy court officials, scholars, merchants, or royalty prized painted scrolls, they also attached equal value to calligraphy, painted screens, lacquer panels and furniture, enameled metalwork, and porcelain vases and tea services, all viewed as essential accompaniments to refined living that combined aesthetic appreciation and intellectual reflection with the pleasures of physical comfort. Subjects included airy landscapes inspired by poetry, seasonal flowers, and the everyday pastimes of men and women, such as domestic family gatherings as well as silk weaving, farming, and the stages of tea making and preparations for its transport! The interiors and domestic activities of wealthy homeowners, whether merchants, court officials, or royalty, often appear on lacquer panels and on porcelain made in Chinese workshops for domestic use, as well as for export or in recently established manufactories in Europe. Increased commerce in export ware produced “stock” images including such scenes as the “hob in the well,” a well-known tale from the life of Chinese statesman Sima Guang (1019–1086) who earned praise by saving a young boy from drowning in a large water jar by smashing the jar with a rock, or frolicking groups of well-fed Chinese babies.


Porcelain was highly desirable to Europeans: its whiteness, thinness, vitrification, strength, and insulative properties (important for hot drinks like tea, coffee, or chocolate), were very appealing compared to European earthenware (heavy, easily chipped, clunky), glass (expensive and fragile), or silver/pewter (expensive and impractical). In short, both practically and aesthetically, porcelain was leagues ahead of anything available in Europe. Figure GI1.1 illustrates a porcelain plate designed and manufactured in China between 1662 and 1722 during the Kangxi reign of the Qing dynasty (1644–1911). It is an example of blue-and-white porcelain, similar to a set of smaller plates that formed part of the vast collection of Asian porcelain acquired by Augustus II (1670–1733), Elector of Saxony and King of Poland, and the benefactor of the Meissen workshop where the secret of hard-paste porcelain was first discovered and manufactured in Europe. The plate’s flat shape is fairly standard, but the decoration is highly refined and carefully composed, with a central scene of three women entering a house surrounded by a garden with bamboo shoots, a banana and a plum. Vignettes around the border illustrate four smaller framed scenes of scholars in long robes conversing, writing, walking, and resting. Between the vignettes are areas of hand-painted, patterned decoration. The women, slender with S-shaped bodies, appear to carry objects into the house as if preparing for a meal or ritual. Indeed, women are often the subject of scenes depicted on porcelain plates and vases, and while their activities tend to center around the home, their association with scholarly pursuits, whether represented marginally as in this plate, or more actively as readers or writers themselves, raises the question of whether they were the primary consumers of such goods and the role such commodities played in their lives, for use or for display.


A second example (fig. GI1.2) illustrates Chinese export ware for the Dutch market. It is also a blue-and-white plate depicting a female figure with a parasol stopping to feed a group of three exotic birds, dating between 1734 and 1737, manufactured in Jingdezhen from a design provided to the workshop by Dutch artist Cornelis Pronk (1691–1759; figure GI1.3). While some Western artists attempted to mimic the diminutive figures that inhabit the interiors and landscapes of Chinese painting and related decorative arts of lacquer or porcelain, Pronk reveals his training in the Western tradition, using more monumental figures (the pose of the figure holding the parasol seems almost theatrical) that dominate the compositions, cast shadows, and exhibit subtle tonal modeling that either disappears or is simplified in the transition from drawing to porcelain, resulting here in a more abridged but coherent figural composition that seems to conform to the circular shape of the frame. It is remarkable to observe how artists and artisans working in different media transform their models, sometimes creating additional subtlety, or reducing detail and even adjusting compositional elements for aesthetic purposes in export porcelain.
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GI1.2


Plate depicting a lady with a parasol, after a design by Cornelis Pronk, hard-paste porcelain painted with cobalt blue under transparent glaze, diameter 19 ½ in (49.5 cm), height 4 1/8 in (10.5 cm), 1734–1737. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Accession 68.153.
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GI1.3


Cornelis Pronk, design for a plate, watercolor on paper, 7 ½ × 6 1/3 in (19 × 16 cm), 1734–1736. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Accession R. P-T 1967-18.





Chinese porcelain was remarkable not only for the quality of its materials and craftsmanship involved in creating families of standard shapes adapted to use and great refinement in the application of decoration, whether figural, landscape, floral, or abstract, but also for its rich palette. Among the best-known “color families” in porcelain production were rose and yellow, but equally distinctive and brilliant were the saturated blues and greens, as seen in a Qing dynasty vase illustrated in powder blue with gold landscape decoration (fig. GI1.4), colors that surely served as inspiration for the Sèvres porcelain pot-pourri container illustrated in figure 1.7.
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GI1.4


Vase with flowers, birds and poems, Qing dynasty, hard-paste porcelain with powder blue glaze and gilding, diameter of rim 4 5/8 in (11.7 cm), diameter of foot 4 ¾ in (12.1 cm), Kangxi mark and period (1662–1722), dated 1709. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Accession 79.2.153.





In the eighteenth century the newly founded, hard-paste porcelain manufactories at Meissen in Germany or at Bow or Chelsea in England directed their efforts toward emulating and rivaling high-quality Chinese models. The technically demanding “famille jaune” Meissen tall vase (fig. GI1.5) preserves the smooth finish, uniform color consistency, use of white space and figure–ground contrast in the vignettes on the body of the vase, and seemingly casual disbursement of blossoms and other decorative detail to enliven the compositions that reflect careful execution and deep understanding of and appreciation for the quality and character of Qing porcelain.
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GI1.5


Vase with figural scenes, attributed to Friedrich von Löwenfinck (German, 1714–1754), hard-paste porcelain, 15 7/8 × 10 × 10 in (40.3 × 25.4 × 25.4 cm), c. 1735, Meissen Manufactory, Germany. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Accession 1974.356.363.





Perhaps the best-known and most lucrative import from China was tea, reaching Europe from the sixteenth century. Tea consumption in Europe expanded from special occasions to an everyday ritual in the later eighteenth century. Tea drinking involved not only the tea leaves themselves, but also teapots to steep the leaves, caddies to hold them, cups, saucers, trays, and tables for serving. Figure GI1.6 is a folding tea table dating to c. 1839, in black lacquer manufactured in China for export. Its decoration is primarily in gold with accents in red. The design proceeds in concentric bands: the outer bands show floral and leaf decoration and the central circle presents terraced houses peopled by Chinese couples and interspersed with gardens and trees. The decorative bands contain such stock motifs associated with the Chinese decorative arts as wave and cloud patterns, and caterpillar-like, winged, or other fantastic creatures floating in a crowded frieze often against a crosshatched ground. A second circular band consists of dancers, musicians, wondrously feathered birds, and costumed figures seated cross-legged next to chests filled with what appear to be decorated plates or dishes. A less extravagant frieze of birds frames the central scene of houses. The contrast of gold and black and the steep piling up of repeated buildings and figures deny linear or atmospheric perspective. The general crowding of the composition and the treatment of space in the tea-table top came to be identified as “Chinese” despite the great variety of media and styles within Chinese art.
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GI1.6


Tea table with figures in a Chinese formal garden, artist/maker unknown, Qing dynasty, for export to the American market, Daoguang period (1821–1850), c. 1839. Philadelphia Museum of Art. Accession 1940-34-1.





Japan emerged as a commercial player in the East Asian trade during the political turmoil that erupted as the Qing dynasty came to power in the mid-seventeenth century. In addition to porcelain, the Japanese excelled in lacquerware, highly prized by collectors; indeed, the imitation of lacquerware in the West is known as “japanning.” An example of Japanese lacquer is the panel that forms part of the desk illustrated in figure 1.8, depicting a study with writing table upon which are placed a scroll and a ceramic jar holding pens, with a view of a tree through an open window. The subject matter is appropriate to the task of writing, and one wonders whether the marchand mercier who helped to coordinate the design and manufacture of this elaborate piece commissioned the panel, or whether such work was created in Japan specifically for export to the West. In the early twentieth century, Japanese master craftsmen taught the lacquer technique to eager artists in the West, such as Jean Dunand (1877–1942; see here). With their emphasis upon trade, the World’s Fairs in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries created opportunities for this kind of “technology transfer.”


Whether export porcelain, Delftware and other forms of chinoiserie, Qing dynasty porcelain, or examples from the manufactories at Meissen, Sèvres, Chelsea, or Bow, authentic “china” and its myriad variations were the results of active global networks of exchange, not simply of finished goods but also of raw materials and production technologies, in turn building a growing merchant class of traders, retailers, and consumers for whom the purchase of goods, and the activities (such as tea drinking) to which they contributed, signified the material well-being and leisure associated with polite society.


Given the variety of work produced in China, Europe, and England, it is not surprising that reaction to the decorative arts of East Asia produced different responses, particularly when centered upon the subject of taste. What might Thomas Hope have made of the lacquer tea table illustrated in figure GI1.6? While he did not mention export ware or chinoiserie specifically in his Household Furniture and Interior Decoration, works such as the export tea table would have deviated considerably from his architecturally and classically based principles of “visible elegance and intellectual beauty” and the decorative moderation such phrases implied. The proponents of Neoclassicism, whether Percier and Fontaine in France or Hope in England, were skeptical of the Chinese taste in general, as alien to the “universal” tenets of the more conservative Greco-Roman tradition they espoused. What attracted appeal and curiosity in the early and mid-eighteenth century aroused suspicion for the tastemakers who advocated Neoclassicism in the later part of the same century.


Yet taste in an expanding economy is neither easily legislated nor enforced. Chinoiserie persisted, not only at the popular level of blue-and-white pottery or export lacquerware and its continental “japanned” imitations, but also, for instance, in the Great Pagoda designed by William Chambers (1723–1796) for the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew in southwest London in 1761, where its worldliness alluded to Britain’s political and commercial ambitions. Indeed, views about China were varied and culturally contingent, whether signifying the sophistication of wealthy travelers, the commercial activities of businessmen, or the political connections of nobles or diplomats. For the growing middle classes engaged in commerce and manufacturing, the scenes of interiors and gardens with seasonal or daily activities mirrored shared values and rituals of home and hearth, charming and in their own way “familiar” despite differences in racial features and pictorial style.


China and Japan contributed technically, economically, and aesthetically to the history of modern design in the eighteenth century. The word “influence” fails to recognize the complex interdependence and interconnectedness that accompanied trade and diplomatic relations between Europe and East Asia. Whether export ware, domestic imports for collectors, or chinoiserie, European traders and customers in the expanding British, European, and North American markets confronted the work of their East Asian trading partners with a combination of curiosity, envy, rivalry, and criticism, forging a negotiation of “difference” through their interaction with the visual arts.


By any definition of modernity, China was modern centuries before Europe was, and much of what we call “modern design” today is really a European rebranding of what were originally Chinese and East Asian materials, techniques, and aesthetics. Two examples of the Chinese origin of things we consider quintessentially European are: the royal porcelain manufactories that were founded to find out the secret of, and emulate, Chinese porcelain; and Josiah Wedgwood’s factory, based on the system of Chinese mass production described by d’Entrecolles around 1600.












II


Expansion and Taste (1801–1865)














 


 


During the early nineteenth century, technical change and manufacturing continued to expand and accelerate in a political and economic climate generally favorable to international trade, free markets, competition, and colonial exploitation. From a European, and more generally Western, perspective, such expansion was often viewed as evidence of economic and social progress. Yet as the international exhibitions (beginning with the Great Exhibition at Crystal Palace in London in 1851) attest, the growth of manufacturing – from raw materials, to labor, to finished products – was global, interdependent, and varied. Moreover, a host of new concerns accompanied increased production and commerce. Merchants and manufacturers competed in the growing market for goods and furnishings, offering an array of styles to appeal to varied tastes; but critics expressed fears that as craft production in workshops yielded to divided labor in factories the quality of manufactured goods was compromised, raising questions about the ways in which technology was straining the traditional relationship between the fine and applied arts as well as its effect upon the lives of workers. Observers at the time also expressed concern about the effects of expansion upon “taste,” echoing “the habits of fashion” and reinforcing the need for standards noted earlier by Percier and Fontaine as well as Thomas Hope (see here). The contemporary discourse surrounding “taste” was not simply a question of aesthetic choice but touched directly upon ethics, politics, and threats to the existing social order, placing design at the center of culture and the meaning of progress.


A number of artists, as well as politicians, clamored for reform, initiating efforts to train designers, regulate (if not control) the practice of design, and educate consumers. Government-sponsored schools, museums, and prescriptions for designers as well as consumers for the proper role of decoration in the applied arts were part of an attempt (an uphill battle) to promote common, unifying principles for an increasingly diverse consuming public. Competing attitudes toward expanding production, trade, and consumption culminated in the aforementioned Great Exhibition (also known as the Crystal Palace exhibition) held in London in 1851, the first of numerous international exhibitions that took place in the major urban and industrial capitals of Europe and the United States throughout the later nineteenth century. These hugely popular expositions sought to stimulate trade, showcase production technology, foster competition, create markets for manufacturers, promote the construction of national identities, and entertain as well as educate the public. The diversity of goods and styles at the World’s Fairs attracted the attention of visitors and observers, some of whom marveled at the display of productivity and abundance, and others who advocated for common, unifying principles amidst the dizzying variety on view.


Less questioned at the time was the Eurocentric bias that justified colonial expansion and power abroad in the name of progress. Among the nation states and nascent colonial empires of Europe as well as the United States during this period, combined political and economic interests focused public attention upon West Asia, territories under the control of the vast Islamic Ottoman Empire with its capital in the Turkish city of Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul), but encompassing Serbia, Greece, Iran, Iraq, Egypt, and Tunisia. The arts of the Ottoman Empire included highly developed traditions of ceramic production, woven carpets and textiles, carved furniture, and distinctive styles of dress (see here). Visitors who flocked in increasing numbers to the popular World’s Fairs admired displays of West Asian goods. Attitudes toward the design and culture of West Asia and North Africa varied: reformers such as Owen Jones believed that the Islamic art of these regions (often referred to as “Moorish,” a term now considered by many to be derogatory) exemplified universal principles of the design of decorative patterns; early photographers recorded views of ancient and modern sites, while painters, some of whom had visited the regions, produced landscapes as well as scenes of life there that combined curiosity with stereotypes emphasizing sensuality, violence, and hedonism, justifying imperialist attitudes toward the regions and reinforcing an attitude known now as “Orientalism.” Attention to the decorative arts of West Asia and North Africa acknowledges their prominent role in nineteenth-century design history while also revealing the cultural attitudes that relegated these vast regions to the margins of that history, ignoring their economic importance and rich internal history.
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