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Icons of postwar Italian design featured in design histories of the last twenty years.

Vespa motor scooter; Carlo Mollino’s “Arabesco” tea table;

Gregotti, Meneghetti & Stoppino “Cavour” chair; Castiglioni “San Luca” chair; 

Marco Zanuso “Lady” chair; Marcello Nizzoli “Lettera 22” for Olivetti
Design historians commonly portray postwar Italian design as a “phenomenon” of the era.  From an international perspective, the objects of postwar Italian design, bearing a remarkable family resemblance, seemingly burst forth from a creative upsurge following the war and contributed to the country’s swift “economic miracle.”  More detailed analyses notwithstanding, design historians also tend to employ the following adjectives to describe the aesthetics of postwar Italian design: artistic, artisanal, sculptural, expressive, organic, and humanistic.
 The origins of this consistent aesthetic interpretation can be traced to the political exigencies of the first American promoters of Italian design in the postwar era.
Historians of Italian design also agree that immediately following the war authorities directed Italy’s recovery efforts toward the development of export products and that American aid supported this endeavor.
  However, few have fully examined the special circumstances by which Italian design entered the American market and the vital role of American political thinkers and cultural elites in the successful reception of Italian design, first in America and then around the world.
  

Mid-century liberal ideology in America, which grew out of New Deal principles and evolved into “Vital-Center” Cold War policies, set the stage for the American interest in Italian affairs after World War II, while providing philanthropists and consumers the motivation to champion Italian design-for-export.  One man in particular, Dr. Max Ascoli, an Italian-American political theorist with strong ties to the Roosevelt administration, was integral to the development of both the ideological justification and the philanthropic vehicle that triggered the Americans mass consumption of Italian design. Because Ascoli’s agenda resonated with prevailing liberal beliefs, he attracted renowned economists, socialites, ambassadors, politicians, Italian officials, museum curators, industrial designers, department store presidents and journalists nationwide to his design-for-export venture.  Ascoli’s efforts warrant primary credit for first drawing American attention to Italian design in the postwar era; however, because it comprised mostly artisanal home décor rather than sleek industrial products, the first wave of Italian design promoted by Ascoli’s organization, Handicraft Development Inc., remains largely ignored by design histories.
 


As political theorists debated foreign policy and American involvement in international economic reconstruction after the war, cultural institutions and influential tastemakers concurrently debated the proper expression of good taste in home decoration and interior design.  Modernism, as an aesthetic style for the home, became especially contentious to certain segments of the population at the same time that its acceptance and promotion in America increased.  Museum exhibitions and design media became the chief battleground in the competition to influence taste and the consumption of home décor. These aesthetic debates adopted the rhetoric of Cold War politics: Just as individualism and freedom of expression signified the American way of life in the political arena, these same qualities became hallmarks of American good taste in the visual arts.  Ironically, both sides of the debate over Modernism claimed to support these qualities.


In 1950, Ascoli’s efforts culminated in a large-scale national traveling exhibition of Italian design-for-export, entitled Italy at Work: Her Renaissance in Design Today.  The show obtained financing from the Marshall Plan and represented a momentous, collaborative effort to promote the American consumption of Italian handicrafts, furnishings, and industrial design.  While fulfilling a broad international economic agenda, the promoters of this exhibition carried forward the politicized rhetoric of the era’s aesthetic debates and presented Italian design as the remedy to the extremes of “sterile” Modernism and “vulgar” or “kitschy” traditionalism. Italian design, then, first reached the American general population through cultural elites within a museum context, but possessed the characteristics often deemed lacking in Modernism – artistic, artisanal, sculptural, expressive, organic, and humanistic aesthetics.  These conditions allowed Italian design to assume a political and aesthetic middle ground that encouraged its widespread acceptance in America among liberals and conservatives, elites and populists.  In time, the success of Italian design in America led to additional Italian design venues within the U.S. and to similar promotional campaigns in other countries.

Thesis Outline


This paper traces the emergence of Italian design in postwar America to the efforts of Max Ascoli and the prevalent liberal political ideas in America between the Depression and the Cold War.  During these years (1933-1953), the Roosevelt administration and liberal academics theorized the interdependence of individual freedom, economic prosperity, and lasting peace.  This viewpoint engendered a foreign policy dedicated to the international dissemination of democracy and capitalism, which ultimately led to the American interest in design-for-export.   This paper also traces the reception of Italian design in postwar America to the widespread campaigns to improve taste in home décor and the attendant debates over Modernism.  The exhibition Italy at Work reflected the movement among cultural institutions in the mid-century to influence taste and consumption in home décor, but also represented a less elitist sensibility than exhibitions hosted by museums such as the Museum of Modern Art. Chapter I examines the mid-century American political landscape, providing an account of why a political theorist would devote so much energy to the promotion of Italian handicrafts in America.  Chapter II considers the history and achievement of Handicraft Development Inc. as the embodiment of Ascoli’s liberal ideology, emerging organically from historical circumstances and representing an early, small-scale version of the Truman administration’s Marshall Plan.  Modernism and the politics of visual culture form the subject of Chapter III, which demonstrates the ripeness of the aesthetic landscape of mid-century America for a new style of contemporary expression in the home.  Lastly, Chapter IV examines the exhibition Italy at Work as a remarkable achievement in the synthesis of politics and aesthetics that opened American homes to postwar Italian design.  Even though the sleeker variations are best remembered now, the early postwar Italian handicrafts created a stir that facilitated the proliferation of later designs.

Notes on Terminology


This paper addresses Modernism – intentionally capitalized – as a historical, aesthetic movement in visual culture that spread to the U.S. from Europe in the early twentieth century and increasingly infiltrated American discussions of taste after World War II.  Although Modernism manifested in many parts of the world from the mid-nineteenth century through the twentieth century, this paper will focus on American interpretations in the mid-century.  The adjective “Modernist” instead of “modern” will be used as a way of highlighting this historiographical approach to a specific stylistic phenomenon, as opposed to a more general, social condition.  Despite the variations within Modernist painting, sculpture, architecture, and design, this paper will begin with the assumption that all Modernist art forms reflect a deliberate attempt to break with tradition (particularly the traditions associated with the nineteenth century) and to develop new, experimental aesthetics for a new age.  This paper defines Modernism as a style associated with the “avant-garde,” or the non-conformist, progressive, elitist, educated constituents of American society, and as a visual vocabulary that favored formal reduction, purity, and conceptual Platonism.


The term “design” will be used in this paper to encompass functional, decorative and artistic objects, whether produced by hand or by industrial processes.  The subject of mid-century Italian design, in particular, necessitates a broader usage of this vague term, due to the wide array of goods promoted as such, including figurines, vases, tableware, tabletop sculpture, toys, textiles, clothing, jewelry, fashion accessories, wall-hangings, rugs, furniture, light fixtures, typewriters, motor scooters, stovetop and restaurant-style espresso makers, ashtrays, intarsia, baskets, interior architecture and murals.  These products, furthermore, fall within the categories of one-of-a-kind objects, experimental prototypes, and mass-produced industrial products.  The designers of these goods included architects, industrial designers, craftsmen, painters, illustrators, photographers and sculptors, many frequently working in several art forms interchangeably.  Care will be taken to be as precise as possible when describing individual works, but the reader should bear in mind the fact that mid-century Italian designers and their designs do not easily conform to strict definitions of “decorative arts,” “applied arts,” and “design,” and that, in general, various aspects of design terminology remain ill-defined and problematic.

� Penny Sparke, the preeminent English-language Italian Design historian, uses this language to discuss Italian design.  See Sparke, Design in Italy:  1870 to Present (New York:  Abbeville Press Publishers, 1988); “Industrial Design or Industrial Aesthetics?: American Influence on the Emergence of the Italian Modern Design Movement, 1948-58” in Italy and the Cold War: Politics, Culture & Society, 1948-58, edited by Christopher Duggan and Christopher Wagstaff (Oxford: Berg, 1995), 159-165; and “The Straw Donkey:  Tourist Kitsch or Proto-Design?  Craft and Design in Italy, 1945-1960,” Journal of Design History 11, no. 1 (1998): 59-69.  Also, see Jonathan Woodham, Twentieth-Century Design (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 80-82.  For a recent example, see David Raizman, History of Modern Design (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall Inc., 2004), 270-275.


� For example, Sparke (1988), 76; Woodham, 79; and Raizman, 271.


� Penny Sparke has approached these issues more closely than others, particularly in her essays “Industrial Design or Industrial Aesthetics?: American Influence on the Emergence of the Italian Modern Design Movement, 1948-58” (1995) and “The Straw Donkey: Tourist Kitsch or Proto-Design? Craft and Design in Italy, 1945-1960,” Journal of Design History 11, 1 (1998), 59-69. 


� Again, Penny Sparke is the only design historian to look at early postwar Italian handicraft.  See “The Straw Donkey: Tourist Kitsch or Proto-Design? Craft and Design in Italy, 1945-1960,” Journal of Design History 11, 1 (1998), 59-69.





