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Chapter III

The Politics of Modernism:

Museum-Approved Design, Popular Taste and Handicrafts in Postwar America

[image: image1.jpg]‘George, I don't know how you're going to take this, but I've grown tired
of modern’. Cartoon from The New Yorker by Richard Taylor, 1950.
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The arts cannot thrive except where men are free to be themselves and to be in charge of the discipline of their own energies and ardors.  The conditions for democracy and for art are one and the same.  What we call liberty in politics results in freedom in the arts.  







Franklin Delano Roosevelt







Address at the rededication of the 

Museum of Modern Art, May 1939

The political character of Modernism and mid-century visual culture has been firmly established by 1980s revisionist critics such as Serge Guibaut and Eva Cockcroft, both of whom argued that Abstract Expressionism became for postwar cultural elites a symbol of American freedom, the embodiment of democratic self-expression deliberately contrasted with the rigid Social-Realist style dominant in totalitarian societies.
  Guilbaut also observed that, with the rise of Vital Center politics after the war, art critics in America increasing focused aesthetic appreciation toward the manifestation of individualism and the “mark of the artist’s hand” in painting.
  Roosevelt’s speech at the rededication of the Museum of Modern Art illustrates that the association between artistic expression and democracy existed even earlier, on the eve of the Second World War.  In design and architecture, however, postwar advocates of Modernism adhered somewhat longer to machine art aesthetics, even in the face of accusations of emotionless formality.  The rise of organic Modernism (which originated before the war, but proliferated after) and the increased interest in non-industrial handicraft (which grew out of an interest in the influence of Primitivism on modern art) broadened the definition Modernism in design and led to greater acceptance of Modernism in the home. René D’Harnoncourt, HDI board member and Ascoli colleague, was appointed director of the Museum of Modern Art in 1944 and provided a powerful link between Modernism, handicraft and Italian design.  D’Harnoncourt’s advocacy of individualism in art explains the essential role Italian design after Italy at Work played in the broadening of Modernism. 
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Parody of Duchamp’s Nude Descending the Stairs
J. F. Griswold, “The Rude Descending the Staircase (Rush Hour at the Subway),” 

New York Evening Sun, March 13, 1913.  

Modernism as an aesthetic movement in the visual arts began to penetrate American collective consciousness in the early twentieth century; however, its assessment remained contentious for decades.  The 1913 Armory Show, where European artists such as Van Gogh, Picasso and Duchamp exhibited in this country for the first time, provides a symbolic marker of Modernism’s early reception in the U.S.
  Although the exhibition greatly impacted the American fine art market and inspired the founders of the Museum of Modern Art, on the whole both cultural critics and the general public reacted to the new modes of representation with outrage and bewilderment.
 Although Modernist theorists tended to segregate works of fine art from works of design, through the first half of the twentieth century, Modernism in its varied manifestations in American visual culture remained largely the domain of the avant-garde, of cultural elites and innovators abreast of intellectual developments in Europe.  

Many of these elites, like true believers, began to proselytize the superiority of Modernist aesthetics over traditional forms and their appropriateness to life in the twentieth century.  As a result of popular resistance, though, it would take nearly a half-century for Modernism to spread across America from its cultural institutions to its urban landscapes to its middleclass living rooms.  Despite concerted efforts on the part of the country’s most prestigious museums and tastemakers, many conservative Americans could not accept Modernism as an aesthetic suitable for the home.  In the immediate postwar era, these two factions, the pro-Modernism cultural elites and the anti-Modernism bourgeoisie, engaged in a heated debate over good taste in home décor.  At the same time, some individuals, particularly René D’Harnoncourt, began to champion traditional handicrafts, arguing their compatibility with Modernist design.  Introduced to the American public through museums and design tastemakers, Italian design in the 1950s would prove to be an agreeable compromise for all involved.

The Significance of Home Décor in Postwar America

Shortly after World War II, America experienced a housing boom, a commodity boom, and a baby boom.  After fifteen years of deprivation from depression and war, American society directed its energies toward building homes and communities and raising the standard of living.  The great drive toward stability gave rise to a generally traditionalist society that greatly valued the institutions of marriage, family, and conformity. In order to stabilize the economy, capitalist ideology proliferated and reinforced the postwar industrial shift toward peacetime commodity production and mass consumption.  The potential for “the good life” through marriage, home ownership and commodity consumption characterized the mid-century image of domesticity.  These postwar conditions focused attention on the home, which became the principal site for participation in the wider culture of national pride and material progress, as well as the site for the expression of individual freedom and taste.  This emphasis on the domestic environment played an important role in driving the robust postwar economy.  In turn, the economy proved capable of producing a wide array of products, especially products for the home, that were within the reach of a significant portion of the general population. Thus, the union of material democracy and faith in American values led to an unprecedented interest in home furnishings and decoration.

Increased consumption of products for the home heightened debates about the definition of Modernism and good taste.  While most Americans embraced the life-enhancing potential of science, technology and industry, there was a great deal of disagreement about how these tools of modernity should affect the aesthetics of domestic architecture and décor.  Because the home was viewed as the primary vehicle for the expression of taste and values, domestic objects and the meaning of Modernism divided tastemakers and consumers along lines of class, education and politics.

Conventional, conservative, middleclass Americans in the immediate postwar era by and large viewed Modernist aesthetics with suspicion, associating functionalism and simplicity with deprivation, oppression and, by extension, communism.  Although the proponents of the popular side of the debate unequivocally embraced modern domestic appliances, most believed that traditionally inspired furnishings afforded greater comfort and luxury to the American home.

In contrast, educated, liberal cultural elites, signified by cultural institutions such as the Museum of Modern Art, wanted to raise standards of taste in the average domestic sphere.  They saw the aesthetics of Modernism as entirely appropriate to the needs of a democratic and industrial American society.   These aesthetics represented for this camp the expression of rationalism, technological ingenuity, and the pinnacle of human, especially American, achievement through the union of science and art.  Proponents of Modernism did not view these aesthetics as a passing style, but as the manifestation of universal truth and morality. They portrayed functionalism and simplicity as moral precepts, equated with honesty and authenticity.  Because their view met with resistance, they set out to educate the public in matters of good taste in domestic design, primarily through museum exhibitions.  Exhibitions specifically geared toward influencing consumption proliferated throughout the 1940s and well into the 1950s.  Italy at Work reflects this trend.

American Museums and the Promotion of Modernism in the Home

From its founding in 1929, and through the war years, the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) was the definitive arbiter of “Modernism” in the fine and applied arts.  According to its charter, MoMA’s primary objective would be “encouraging and developing the study of modern arts and the application of such arts to manufacture and practical life.”
  For the museum’s founders, “modern” referred to “a spirit in tune with its own time” rather than a formal style.
 Although MoMA discussed Modernism as a theoretical approach, certain Modernist aesthetic criteria were embedded in their seal of approval, especially in architecture and design.  Between the 1930s and early 1960s, this aesthetic typically involved simple lines, minimal ornamentation, and innovative materials and techniques. Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, MoMA’s exhibitions and publications, intended to be educational, championed avant-garde expressions of Modernism in both the fine and applied arts “to an American public largely ignorant, indifferent, and even hostile to the European-induced Modernist revolution.”
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Machine Art Exhibition, Museum of Modern Art, 1934

from Machine Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1934)
MoMA provided America with its first far-reaching visions of Modernism in everyday life between 1932 and 1934, with the two legendary exhibitions Modern Architecture: International Exhibition and Machine Art, which presented the museum-going public with an alternative to the popular streamlining style.
  MoMA’s perspective on architecture and design developed directly from Director Alfred Barr’s 1927 visit to Germany’s Bauhaus, the art, design and architecture school founded by Walter Gropius.  Bauhaus theories about the unity of all visual arts and about the significance of art in everyday life became the foremost governing principles for the museum.
 Indeed, the philosophies of rationalism and functionalism became the guiding principles for MoMA’s architecture and design department.  Through the display of glass skyscrapers, machine parts, and unornamented household wares, these two exhibitions established Modernism’s popular association with an aesthetic of cold, stripped down, sterile forms.
  The Machine Art exhibition also established a new relationship between museums and commercial producers, creating a mark of distinction to which manufactures could aspire through museum endorsement.

Modernism gained further momentum in America in the 1930s with the great influx of European architects and designers fleeing persecution and war.  The Bauhaus approach, in particular, took root in this country with the closing of the German school in 1933.  In that year, Josef and Anni Albers helped to found Black Mountain College in North Carolina, modeling it after the Bauhaus.  In Chicago, László Moholy-Nagy worked with industrialist Walter Paepcke to create the New Bauhaus in 1937, while Ludwig Mies van der Rohe became director of the Illinois Institute of Technology the following year.   On the east coast, Walter Gropius, assisted by Marcel Breuer, directed the Graduate School of Design at Harvard starting in 1937, and Herbert Bayer set up practice in New York in 1938.
  By the late 1930s, Modernism as a theoretical and formal approach had overtaken America’s most prestigious and influential design institutions and businesses.
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Chaise by Anderson and Bellah, and Chairs by Eames and Saarinen

From Eliot Noyes, Organic Design in Home Furnishings (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1941)

reprint edition (North Stratford, NH: Ayer Company Publishers, Inc., 2004)

Before and during the war, MoMA offered several design exhibitions geared toward the development of budget-conscious “good design.”  Reflecting the museum’s emerging interest in influencing consumers’ choices, MoMA staged several Christmas-time displays of inexpensive “Useful Objects.”
  Beginning in 1942, MoMA developed related traveling exhibitions, the series entitled What is Good Design?
  Additionally, the important 1940-1941 exhibition, Organic Design in Home Furnishings, arose from a MoMA-sponsored competition of new domestic designs exploiting the latest industrial materials and techniques.  MoMA collaborated with twelve American department stores, awarding manufacturing contracts to the competition winners.
  Between 1941 and 1944, two traveling exhibitions based on the MoMA show, Manufacturing Modern Furniture and Furniture Design Today, circulated through museums throughout the country.
 The work of Eero Saarinen and Charles Eames emerged from these exhibitions and established a trend in Modernist design toward curvy, biomorphic furniture.
 This thread of Modernism would become the most popular, and would continue in Italian design later in the 1950s. MoMA received little credit from the popular press for introducing the softer style.  Instead, MoMA remained associated only with hard-lined, cold Modernism of Machine Art and the International Style, and received strong criticism for its tastemaking efforts.  Nonetheless, MoMA’s work with design manufacturers and retailers intensified after the war as industry began to focus production on mass consumables for the home. 
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“It is the Purpose of the Gallery of Everyday Art to Set Standards for Everyday Things,”

Ideas for Better Living installation, Everyday Art Gallery, 1946

from www.design.walkerart.org

MoMA was not the only cultural institution promoting modern design.  The Walker Art Center in Minneapolis pioneered influential projects designed to educate the public about the virtues of modern design in the home.  Early initiatives included Idea House I and II (1941, 1947), among the first efforts by an American museum to acquaint consumers with “the latest innovations in domestic architectural, product, and interior design.”
  The Walker’s Everyday Art Gallery, one of the first museum spaces in the country dedicated to Modernist design, opened in 1946 and aimed at “educating the public about the benefits of modern design.”
  Further disseminating Modernism, The Walker began publishing Everyday Art Quarterly in 1946, the first design journal issued by a museum.
  In the early exhibitions, the Everyday Art Gallery and the accompanying journal familiarized middle America with Modernist designers such as Alvar Aalto, Russel Wright, Jens Risom and Charles and Ray Eames.
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New York Times images of work shown in Good Design is Your Business

from “Home,” New York Times, May 25, 1947
One of the first major postwar exhibitions dedicated to the elevation of taste in domestic objects was The Buffalo Fine Arts Academy, Albright Art Gallery’s Good Design is Your Business, held April 19 - May 25, 1947.
   Limited to objects in production and affordable to most consumers, this exhibition was billed as “a guide to well-designed household objects made in U.S.A” [sic] and aimed to affect actual consumer purchases of everyday goods.
   It presented a wide range of designs, including Raymond Loewy’s Studebaker, Eames’s molded plywood furniture, Alvar Aalto’s bent plywood furniture, Russel Wright Iroquois China dinnerware, Steuben glassware, the Chemex coffeemaker, and various household appliances.  For the most part, the work of these designers would continue to appear in America’s museum exhibitions of design through the 1950s.  Although it is unclear exactly to what degree museums coordinated their endorsement of certain designs, in the case of this exhibition, curator Charles P. Parkhurst, Jr. acknowledged the assistance he received from both MoMA and the Walker in making his selections.
  Parkhurst’s faith in Modernism led him to advise his audience to throw out heirloom furniture if it does not “fit” with modern design, because the incongruence reflects the poor design sensibility of the heirlooms.
  Good Design is Your Business likely contributed to the increased acceptance of Modernism because it traveled to six additional venues across America. 

Famed American industrial designer, Walter Dorwin Teague, who would later select designs for the Italy at Work exhibition, contributed an essay to the catalog Good Design is Your Business, entitled “Industrial Design: What It Is and What It Does.”  In this essay, Teague upholds MoMA’s differentiation between “designing,” which involves the synthesis of form and function, and “styling,” which is an aesthetic veneer dissociated from function.  Teague’s support of MoMA’s rhetoric is ironic because a decade earlier he, along with other American industrial designers, had helped popularize the streamlining style criticized by MoMA.  Nonetheless, Teague writes, “Improved appearance must be built in and not applied, has nothing to do with decoration, is essentially a look of efficiency, competence, stability, durability, simplicity and honesty, revealed with grace and charm.”
  He also links Modernist design to the American image of “the good life,” explaining that Americans can look forward to “more and better goods and services for more and more people: a land of plenty and a life bountiful in the looked-for peaceful world ahead.”

Good Design is Your Business included another essay by Edward S. Evans, Jr., President of Evans Products Company, manufacturer of Eames’s molded plywood furniture.
  Evans cites the increasing consumer demand for Modernist design, which, he believes, reflects a general “betterment of taste” in America.
  He explains that the public is slow to accept new forms and aesthetics, and that new designs are often “ahead of their time.”
  As such, Evans applauds the trend he recognizes in many American art institutions: increased promotion of Modernist design and the “development of the consumer mind to accept new product designs.”
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Exhibition for Modern Living, Detroit Institute of Art, 1949

from George Nelson, Design (New York: Whitney Publications, 1953)
Another important postwar American exhibition intended to influence consumption practices and taste in home décor was the Detroit Institute of Art’s An Exhibition for Modern Living, held September 11 – November 20, 1949.
  The advisors and organizers of this exhibition included such giants of the Modernist design movement as Alexander Girard (exhibition designer), Eero Saarinen, Charles Eames, René D’Harnoncourt, John Entenza, Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., Florence Knoll, and George Nelson.  According to a New York Times report, the exhibition entrance incorporated a Chippendale chair and silk brocade reflected endlessly in a pair of mirrors: “The inconsistency is meant to symbolize the futility of endless repetition of designs of the past.”
  The designs selected and the aesthetics advocated by the organizers of this exhibition strengthened the Modernist prescription for good design in the home.  

In the introduction of the catalog, E. P. Richardson explains the intention of the exhibition:

[The designers] have made it, first of all, the exhibition of an idea – of how the best modern intelligence can serve our lives by solving the problems of the setting of our lives.  It is, second, a demonstration of their aesthetic ideal – that modern design, using modern technology, can achieve a new form of beauty of its own – a beauty as expressive of our day and as satisfying as any form of beauty created in the past.  A new art form, in other words.

Like previous efforts, An Exhibition for Modern Living used the popular language of life enhancement and democracy to proselytize modern design to the general public.  This attempt went further, however, by suggesting that intellectuals would best develop the solutions to modern problems.  The exhibition and its catalog presented the solutions of the past, exemplified by traditional European decorative arts, their American reproductions and Colonial Revival furnishings, as entirely irrelevant, representative of a passé, aristocratic culture.  While rejecting specific traditional forms, America’s tradition of innovation and industry corroborated the need for modern designs.  Similarly, America’s tradition of democracy and industrial production became evidence that modern designs should not be associated with “foreign” ideology.
  The promoters of this exhibition argued that Modernist principles, such as “form should follow function” and “applied decoration is insincere,” are, on historical ground, indigenous American principles.
  Thus the Modernist objects in the exhibition, designed by Aalto, Risom, Mathsson, Knoll, Eames and Nelson, were presented as distinctly American symbols of “the good life.”
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Saul Steinberg illustration, An Exhibition for Modern Living, 1949

from Mary Roche, “For Modern Living,” New York Times, September 11, 1949
An Exhibition for Modern Living also offered gentle but firm criticism of the current state of disorder and bad taste in American homes.  Satirical cartoons by Saul Steinberg wittily illustrated the existing hodgepodge of styles found from one home to another, or even within a single room.  Steinberg’s image of stylistic inconsistency in postwar domestic settings expressed the futility of duplicating designs from the past and the absurdity of extreme eclecticism.
  The implication was that, although such heterogeneity was quaint, it posed an obstacle to America’s attainment of its full cultural and intellectual potential and a barrier to good taste.  
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Good Design 1951, Merchandise Mart, Chicago

from George Nelson, Display (New York: Whitney Publications, 1953)
An Exhibition for Modern Living foreshadowed the prolific efforts on the part of the MoMA to promote “Good Design” in American homes.
  However, the Good Design program, announced in 1949 and carried out from 1950 to 1955, marked a truly concerted effort “to dispel the illusion that art is a thing apart from everyday life.”
  The program was the brainchild of MoMA’s Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., and was aimed at influencing the buying habits of American consumers and the selling practices of retailers through education in matters of taste.  Between 1950 and 1954, Kaufmann’s program involved the collaboration between MoMA and the Merchandise Mart of Chicago, the nation’s largest wholesale marketer, and comprised three annual exhibitions of utilitarian and decorative objects displayed in a specially commissioned setting.  Selections for the exhibition were chosen according to “eye-appeal, function, construction, and price, with emphasis on the first.”
  The selection committee for the first Good Design show included Meyric R. Rogers, who at the same time worked to produce Italy at Work.

In a 1950 New York Times article entitled “Art and Industry Linked on Homes,” Home Editor Betty Pepis articulates the divide between America’s cultural elite and ordinary consumers over the issue of Modernist design:

The missing link between art and the home-furnishings industry was supplied here today by the opening of an exhibit of “Good Design”…  Called “significant” because it presents to manufacturers and merchandisers, on their own home grounds, the museum point of view, to which they are sometimes considered “allergic,” the exhibit marks the first and continuing collaboration between these two groups.

By bringing the “museum point of view” to merchandisers, the “Good Design” program would likewise make available this perspective to the buying public.  The dissemination of MoMA’s curriculum in design taste was further accomplished through publications, symposia, advertising, consumer opinion polls and other public programs. Pepis and other mid-century design journalists contributed significantly to this promotion machine.
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Good Design 1952, Merchandise Mart, Chicago

from George Nelson, Display (New York: Whitney Publications, 1953)
Theoretically, good modern design, according to the Good Design program, could include inexpensive, well-crafted objects of all kinds. In this way, the program represented a more egalitarian trend in MoMA’s exclusive tastemaking history.  Kaufmann expressed the noblest intentions for the exhibitions:  “The public are tempted with a large, often bewildering choice of home-furnishings, and are tortured by a thousand conflicting claims… It seems to be up to the museums to assume the responsibility of guiding the consumer toward those qualities which will make an object beloved for generations.”
  And while opponents to MoMA’s brand of Modernism often allied these precepts with communism, Kaufmann claims, “Modern design is part of a democratic life,” and “Modern design for the home is more appropriately used to create an atmosphere of ‘the good life’ than of  ‘a brave new world.’”

Popular Resistance to Modernism in the Home

Despite Kaufmann’s good intentions, many viewed his program as condescending. Although the selections for the Good Design exhibitions defined Modernism in mid-century America, the museum seal of approval represented an elitist taste never fully embraced by the American general public.  More importantly, MoMA’s Good Design program coincided with America’s Red Scare, an era of intense anti-communism.  This coincidence colored the language of Modernism’s critics. 

Between 1947 and 1956, American society, by and large, rallied around capitalist ideology and its attendant faith in consumerism, abundance, progress, and individualism. By the early 1950s, as the phrase “good design” filled museums, shelter magazines and the home section of newspapers across the country, Modernist design as promoted by America’s museums engendered a populist outcry against the perceived authoritarianism embedded in Modernist rhetoric and aesthetics.  The dictates of simplicity and functionalism became linked to the deprivation of the Depression era, the authoritarianism of Fascists, and the rationalism of Marxists.  The tirades against Modernism, written by House Beautiful editor Elizabeth Gordon throughout the 1953 issues, provide classic evidence of this association.
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The Cult of Austerity is the product of Mies van der Rohe’s cold,

barren design (above) and Le Corbusier’s International Style (below)
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House Beautiful, April 1953
In the April 1953 issue, Gordon responds to Mies van der Rohe’s recently completed Farnsworth House and Philip Johnson’s similar Glass House with a scathing political attack on the followers of the International Style, which she described as a "Threat to the Next America."  Gordon insinuated that Communist ideals lurked behind the design of these "grim" and "barren" buildings.
 She writes:

Something is rotten in the state of design – and it is spoiling some of our best efforts in modern living.  After watching it for several years, after meeting it with silence, House Beautiful has decided to speak out and appeal to your common sense, because it is common sense that is mostly under attack.  Two ways of life stretch before us.  One leads to the richness of variety, to comfort and beauty.  The other, the one we want fully to expose to you, retreats to poverty and unlivability.  Worst of all, it contains the threat of cultural dictatorship.

Gordon goes on to explain to her readers why they “dislike the so-called modern things.”

Mies van der Rohe’s legendary maxim, “less is more,” for Gordon, is the most inflammatory product of Modernism.  She argues that “some museums” and “some professional magazines” are trying to sell this idea as a lifestyle choice, promoting “stripped-down emptiness” and a “lack of possessions.”
 She challenges Modernism’s claim to functionalism, which she believes is, in fact, not functional, but rather ugly and uncomfortable. For Gordon, MoMA and the pro-Modernism “self-chosen elite” equate beauty with suffering and scarcity and demand compliance with this un-American way of life.   This is a slippery slope, according to Gordon, “for if the mind of man can be manipulated in one great phase of life to be made willing to accept less, it would be possible to go on and get him to accept less in all phases of life.”

[image: image16.jpg]BT





Edward Wormley for the Dunbar Furniture Company, House Beautiful, April 1953
Gordon and House Beautiful did not, however, reject all Modernist designs.  She writes, “Today good modern design offers comfort and performance and beauty.  Too often people think of modern furniture and modern architecture as bleak, box-like and mechanistic.  Nothing is further from the truth…”
 She cites Edward Wormley, a designer recognized by the Good Design program, and Frank Lloyd Wright, an architect beloved by Edgar Kaufman, Jr., as examples of good modern design.  The image of a Wormley living room, complete with draperies and decorative knick-knacks, accompanies Gordon’s editorial.  She highlights Wormley’s connection with tradition, his lack of novelty, his “richness of variety and real human warmth.”
 Although Wormley is included in MoMA’s Modernist design canon, his aesthetic is organic and cozy.  He is known for saying, “Modernism means freedom—freedom to mix, to choose, to change, to embrace the new but to hold fast to what is good.”
  Most average Americans in mid-century preferred this vision of Modernism in the home.
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House Beautiful, May 1953
Throughout 1953, the remaining issues of House Beautiful focus on what Gordon calls, “the trend to enrichment” entering Modernist home design.  In May, Executive Editor Joseph A. Barry, formerly of the New York Times, explains, 

The long-pent desire for enrichment in all phases of life – art, food, furniture – is now overwhelming in its insistence.  It is sweeping into a dusty corner of history that cliquish school of austere modern which likes the stripped-down, clinical look, whose leaders have now gone from the avant-garde to the rear guard, because the world would not stand still and suffer along with them.

The article precedes others entitled, “The Report on the American Battle Between Good and Bad Modern Houses,” “The Most Significant Trait of Today’s Furniture – Lyrical Lines,” and “Pattern if Appearing in Modern Furniture.” For many American’s opposed to Modernism, pattern, organic shapes, and natural materials signified individualism and self-expression.  Austerity suited factories but not human lives.

Elizabeth Gordon’s 1953 invective against Modernism found inspiration in a contemporaneous book by Lyman Bryson (professor of education at Columbia’s Teachers College) titled The Next America: Prophesy and Faith.
  In this book, Bryson argues that collectivism is stifling the creative freedom of Americans.  He writes, 

But we are building a national culture in which there are to be, ultimately, no artificial barriers between any man and his own best self and we must use the machines and the organization to keep the solid basis of material well-being, and seek our free experience in our home politics, where we can see the wheels move and the cultivation of art and thought and whatever our self-explorations and our social trials may discover.  This is democracy of culture.

Bryson contributed an article to House Beautiful in April 1953, in which he advocates for personal expression in the home.  For Bryson, democracy entails individual thinking.  As such, cultural institutions should not “make fun” of bourgeois ideals, such as cottage homes, picket fences, and comfortable furniture.
  He suggests to the readers of House Beautiful that they “go on being their magnificent selves” and “guard their homes as centers of free experience, as centers of the quest of cooperating individuals for comfort and beauty and democratic choice.”


Russell Lynes sums up the popular view of MoMA and other pro-Modernist institutions:

In many respects the Museum of Modern Art has been the most provocative art institution of the past twenty years and has had the greatest influence on taste.  It has also made more enemies and been the butt of more jokes and ribaldry that any other museum, largely because it has seemed to many to look upon itself as a crusader in whose hands is entrusted the sword of contemporary aesthetic truth.

By 1955 and the final Good Design exhibition, MoMA responded to its critics.  After the programs five-year anniversary exhibition, the organizers began fresh with entirely new selections for the following show.  The Christian Science Monitor reported, “The ample evidence of color in this exhibition indicates that good design has become increasingly relaxed.  Today it has softer lines as well as the warmth and sparkle which color implies.  ‘Good Design’ is no longer a Spartan set-apart category, but more obviously representative than it was before.”
  MoMA increasingly broadened the definition of Modernism throughout the fifties.  It is likely that the entrance of Italian design and handicrafts into the American design scene contributed to this trend.

Modernism and Handicraft


In 1949, MoMA published a reprint of Nikolaus Pevsner’s Pioneers of Modern Design from William Morris to Walter Gropius, originally written by the German scholar in 1936.
  This seminal work encapsulated the mid-century vision of the history of Modernist design, which rooted the work of the Bauhaus and its adherents in the theories of the Arts and Crafts Movement of the late nineteenth century.  Reacting to the perceived vulgarity of machine-made Victorian designs for the home and to the demoralizing conditions of factory work, William Morris and others revived styles and techniques from the pre-industrial era in order to produce domestic designs of higher taste and sophistication.  This critique of industrial design, according to Pevsner, led to its reform and elevation, ultimately, in the work of Bauhaus designers such as Walter Gropius.  Modernist design became largely defined by the Bauhaus’s rejection of craft imitation and traditional decorative motifs, and lost all aesthetic connection with the Arts & Crafts designs despite the fact that the Bauhaus trained master craftsmen.
  As a result, handicraft, produced on a small scale and bearing the distinct mark of the artists’ hand, has a problematical relationship with Modernism, holding a place both inside and outside the movement.  This relationship was further complicated in the mid-century when MoMA began to exhibit handicraft from non-industrialized cultures.


MoMA’s first two exhibitions of non-industrialized handicraft were American Sources of Modern Art (Aztec, Mayan, Incan) in 1933 and African Negro Art in 1935; however, these survey shows intended to demonstrate the influence of “primitive” handicraft upon Modernist fine art.
  The curators in both exhibitions highlighted the objects’ formal qualities, displaying them without context and minimizing their functional significance. James Johnson Sweeney, curator for the African show, specifically advised against an ethnographic reading of the objects, writing, “It is as sculpture we should approach it.”
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Pottery Jar, Acoma Pueblo, New Mexico

from Indian Art in the United States (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1941)

MoMA’s exhibition, Indian Art of the United States (shown January-April 1941), guest curated by René D’Harnoncourt before he worked for the museum, approached handicraft with a different attitude that reflected a New Deal political agenda. In 1933, President Roosevelt appointed John Collier Commissioner of Indian Affairs, and together they developed the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, also known as the Indian New Deal.  This legislation aimed to reverse U.S. government policies toward Native Americans, developing plans for increased self-government and economic independence.  The Indian Arts and Crafts Board grew out of an effort to promote Native American handicraft to American consumers and collectors as means for Native Americans to increase their economic independence.
  An early project for the Board included Indians at Work, a heavily promoted exhibition of modern Southwest Indian products at R.H. Macy and Company department store in New York City.
  Hoping to produce a larger scale exhibition, the Board hired D’Harnoncourt, who had recently completed an exhibition of Mexican folk art for the Mexican government and the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
  D’Harnoncourt worked as the Board’s General Manager between 1936 and 1944.
  MoMA invited D’Harnoncourt to mount a show after his exhibition of Indian handicraft at the Golden Gate International Exposition at San Francisco in 1939 received rave reviews.
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Modern After-ski Suit and Jewelry, from Indian Art in the United States (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1941)

MoMA’s Indian Art of the United States carried on the agenda of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board because it not only displayed objects for their formal appreciation, it also demonstrated how Native American handicrafts could function decoratively in a modern environment.  In a section of the exhibit titled “Indian Art for Modern Living,” D’Harnoncourt intended “to create a new interest in Indian art and crafts, to help develop the marketing of Indian products, to disprove the mistaken idea thay America had no native art, to demonstrate that Indian arts and crafts could have a place in modern fashions and decoration, and to prove that the products of contemporary Indian artists were both useful and beautiful.”
  This section included gouaches, baskets, pottery, toys, rugs, garments, and jewelry.  Fashion designer Fred A. Picard of New York City designed women’s apparel to be used in the exhibition to demonstrate how Native American accessories could be mixed with modern fashion.
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Hopi Shawl displayed on modern couch, from Indian Art in the United States (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1941)

D’Harnoncourt argued that traditional handicrafts could themselves be Modernist.  In the exhibition catalog, he writes,

Good Indian work, done without the interference of whites [or tourists], includes restrained colors as well as bright ones, and usually leans to economy rather than complexity of design… this subtle control of its elements and the close relationship between function and form are what bring Indian work so near to the aims of most contemporary artists and make it blend with any surroundings that are truly of the twentieth century.

For D’Harnoncourt, industry and craft should co-exist in the American marketplace.  Handicrafts could enhance the homes and personal styles of average Americans, satisfying a need for individualism and artistry unavailable in factory-produced goods.
  He also argued that Americans should feel responsibility toward Native Americans, and that their support of Indian handicrafts would benefit the producers while enriching the world in general.
  The political agenda of this exhibition is further evidenced by Eleanor Roosevelt’s foreword for the catalog, in which she calls for the recognition of Native Americans’ contributions to the artistic and spiritual wealth of this country.
  Italy at Work resulted from a similar agenda.


D’Harnoncourt’s contribution to the status of handicraft in the mid-century, particularly within the context of Modernism and highbrow culture, cannot be overstated.  In his essay for the 1944 exhibition catalog Art in Progress, written just before he began working with Max Ascoli and Handicraft Development Inc., D’Harnocourt wrote, “The enthusiasm created by the discovery of ‘machine art’ led in some cases to an uncritical dismissal of manual work as obsolete, but we are now beginning to realize that there are specific values in the direct contacts between man and material that call for a re-evaluation of craftsmanship in the light of the demands of the modern world.”
  He added in a footnote, “In January 1944, the Museum established a Department of Manual Industry devoted to the study and stimulation of craftsmanship.”
  D’Harnoncourt curated two more exhibition of handicraft: Arts of the South Seas in 1946 and Ancient Art of the Andes in 1954.  As director after 1944, he also oversaw other displays of crafts, such as the garden installation of the Japanese House in 1953 and the exhibition Textiles and Ornament of India in 1954.
   This influx of non-Western design into the discourse of Modernism led to the softening of its definition and to the increased emphasis put on individuality in Modernist design aesthetics.


D’Harnoncourt played a key role in bringing individualism into the discourse of Modernism.
  In 1948, while serving as HDI board member in addition to his duties with MoMA, D’Harnoncourt presented a paper to the American Federation of Art, in which he wrote:

The art of the twentieth century has no collective style, not because it has divorced itself from contemporary society but because it is a part of it.  And here we are with our hard-earned new freedom.  Walls are crumbling all around us and we are terrified by the endless vista and the responsibility of endless choice… [This situation of fear] can be solved only by an order which reconciles the freedom of the individual with the welfare of society and replaces yesterday’s image of one unified civilization by a pattern in which many elements, while retaining their won individual qualities, join to form a new entity… The perfecting of this new order would… give us a society enriched beyond belief by the full development o the individual for the sake of the whole.  I believe a good name for such a society is democracy, and I also believe that modern art it its infinite variety and ceaseless exploration is its foremost symbol.

D’Harnoncourt’s advocacy for individuality through pluralism parallels the views put forth by Lyman Bryson in opposition to Modernism.  

The mid-century, then, was characterized by an overarching interest in expressiveness, artistry and humanism that encompasses Modernist and traditionalist, elites and bourgeoisie.  Italian design, introduced by Italy at Work, would help to satisfy this need.
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