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Chapter 2: “Good Design” Marketing and Design Research 

Design Research changed the way household goods were marketed in America by providing a single source for equipping a contemporary home with well-designed goods from around the world. Thompson placed the merchandise in real-life settings that reflected how people really lived or aspired to live, and the people who worked there welcomed customers as if they were visiting guests coming to their homes. Thompson certainly included some of the methods used by retailers and institutions from the past, but he altered them, creating something new: the Design Research attitude. 

In order to appreciate how and why Thompson’s marketing techniques were exceptional, one must look at the ways in which furniture and home accessories were sold prior to D/R’s opening. The primary contributors to the history of marketing household goods were the grand department stores that were founded in the late nineteenth century and the great museums that were established simultaneously. Together and individually, they were committed to educating the public about design and taste. D/R would share that same dedication a half-century later. In addition to the museums and merchants, international traveling exhibitions, magazines, movies, and television also influenced how and which household goods were sold during the twentieth century. 

During the post-war era when Design Research opened, American business, consumer patterns, and marketing were undergoing great economic and social changes. For a better understanding of that period when D/R opened for business, it is useful to review the consumer history that starts at the end of nineteenth century, another period that was undergoing a dramatic “transformation of American society,”1.

From the 1890s on, American corporate business, in league with key institutions, began the transformation of American society into a society preoccupied with consumption, with comfort and bodily well-being, with luxury, spending, and acquisition, with more goods this year than last, more next year than this…a future-oriented culture of desire that confused the good life with goods.2
Before the 1880s, people traded in open-air markets or small, family-owned neighborhood specialty shops with one or two employees.3 During the last two decades of the nineteenth century, large department stores were established in most cities and towns, allowing manufacturers to sell an ever-increasing quantity and variety of goods under one roof.

With these department stores came the first use of visual merchandising, a way of selling not only merchandise, but also a fantasy. Large stores that began as utilitarian, warehouse-like operations arbitrarily amassing merchandise were transformed into enormous glass-and-marble dream palaces that enticed customers to imagine their homes as part of a more alluring world. The interiors were designed “to give shopping space its own unique identity as a place for consumption and for nothing else.”4 Cash registers and other accoutrements related to the business of doing business were discretely kept out of sight.5 


By the first decade of the twentieth century, goods were presented in theatrical stage-like sets with themes that united disparate merchandise using one central idea. One could visit the streets of Paris, Japanese gardens, southern plantations, or a sheik’s tent with exotically dressed women. Merchants competed to outdo each other, and there was no limit to their investments in lavish displays using acres of glass cases, lights, and mirrors. A decorator at John Wanamaker Store, a pioneering department store that opened in the nineteenth century, observed that “people do not buy the thing, they buy the effect.”6 

Visual merchandising created these effects, which attracted throngs of visitors shopping for ideas, an education of sorts for the middle and lower middle classes. It became the forerunner of today’s ubiquitous “lifestyle marketing,” a concept that Design Research would develop into something we take for granted today: furniture and other household objects were placed in model showrooms, set up to create “pictures,” as Wanamaker’s Harry Morrison explained it, rather than letting them “stand about without any meaning whatever.”7 



One of the earliest examples of visual merchandising on a grand scale occurred in 1908 when John Wanamaker installed the “House Palatial,” a two-story, twenty-four room residence built on the sixth through the eighth floors of the New York Wanamaker store’s rotunda. “House Palatial” was designed to offer “the public the most up-to-date standards of decorative ‘taste and beauty.’”8 The merchandise was culled from all departments, and the house included “staircases, a butler’s pantry, a servant’s dining quarters, an Elizabethan library, a Jacobean dining room, a Louis XIV salon and a large Italian garden off the dining room.”9 To give the house a lived-in look, books and pictures were scattered throughout. “House Palatial” remained in place for over a decade, a testament to its success.

During the same period that the great department stores were founded, America’s grand museums—other institutions devoted to educating the masses regarding “taste and beauty”— were being built. One of the earliest of these, New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, was founded in 1870. Robert W. de Forest, who joined the museum in 1889 as a trustee, became president of the board of the Metropolitan Museum in 1913. He and the secretary of the museum, Henry Kent, “saw the museum’s collections as fertile ground for designers and de Forest in particular, had a passionate belief that art should pervade every object in the home, and that good art need not cost any more than bad art.”10 Nearly half a century later when Benjamin Thompson established Design Research, he shared the same philosophy that household goods should have artistic merit.

In order to elevate standards of design and taste, collaboration between museums and stores took root. Some of the museum curators were interested in promoting and improving the industrial arts. They encouraged designers and manufacturers to look at and seek inspiration from the museums’ collections. Among these curators were Stewart Culin, who assembled the Brooklyn Museum’s world-class ethnological collection and traveled the world under the sponsorship of John Wanamaker, and John Cotton Dana, a curator from the Newark Museum. Dana believed that museums should serve businesses and thought it would be better if all museums were like department stores, meaning that they were part of city life and open at all hours with attractive displays of objects, as he hated the “gloomy and intimidating environment of traditional museums.”11 

Museums also recognized their own commercial potential. In 1914, Richard Bach was given the newly created position of associate in industrial arts at the Metropolitan Museum. Part of his responsibilities included overseeing a lackluster studio program for the training of artisans and artistic craftspeople, a program mandated under the museum’s charter. Bach revived the program and mounted large shows of applied-art objects that were made by members of the studio program and were inspired by the museum’s collections. Bach also encouraged manufacturers and designers to use the museum as a design resource, which eventually yielded close ties between the museum and businesses.12 Conversely, retailers wanted their merchandise to acquire the museum’s stamp of approval so that customers would perceive the goods as having greater value.13 

Certainly, both museums and department stores wanted a more knowledgeable public and higher-quality manufactured goods. To help achieve those goals, Macy’s department store asked the Metropolitan Museum to offer lectures to their employees on period furniture, hoping that the Macy’s customers would be served by more knowledgeable buyers and sales people, who could explain the finer points of the merchandise.14 These lectures became so popular, they developed into a series of lectures and seminars devoted not only to period furniture, but also to costume, textile, jewelry, metal, and pottery designs. In 1917, these lectures were also made available to staff members employed by other department stores.15 

The Metropolitan then instituted a shift in policy. By 1919, Bach discouraged reproductions or adaptations of objects from the collections; instead, he sought out objects designed to “be reproduced in quantity.”16 Eschewing reproductions was significant step, as it would undermine historicism’s stranglehold on the applied arts. By 1924, the museum had firmly adopted a modernist point of view; designs no longer needed to be “inspired by an object in the Metropolitan’s collection” but ought to be American made, mass produced, and of the highest artistic quality. This was a most noteworthy change, a “shift from a museum-centric view of the design process to one that recognized that ‘good design’ need not be based on historical models.”17 This change allowed for modernist design to gain a foothold in the American consciousness. It would pave the way for modernist household items to be sold in department stores and specialty shops like Design Research later in the century. 

American modernist objects were competing for recognition with their European counterparts. Museum curators and merchants often lauded European craftsmanship and design, blaming “manufacturers, dealers, schools of design, and the purchasing public for the sorry state of the industrial arts” in America.18 Such opinions were reinforced by exhibitions of European decorative arts shown at the Metropolitan Museum, such as the 1925 “Paris International Exposition of Modern Decorative and Industrial Art,” which featured 400 objects and toured eight American cities after New York.19 

To deal with the production of inferior American products, the museums and merchants felt that both manufacturers and the public needed further education in the applied arts. Macy’s executives approached the Metropolitan Museum again, suggesting they join forces for a series of “art in trade” exhibitions to be held at Macy’s.20 They assembled an advisory committee of design experts, and on May 2, 1927, the store opened its first “Exposition of Art in Trade.” Accompanying the exhibition were public lectures (which were simultaneously broadcast on the radio), and it was promoted with extensive publicity and advertising.21 Robert de Forest, president of the Metropolitan, said at the opening ceremonies that he believed “department stores could exert a wider influence than art museums because sales people could influence consumers to purchase affordable artistic objects.”22 Museum directors had to acknowledge that more people went shopping than visited museums. In the same spirit, although not in collaboration with museums, other department stores started showing modern European designs. Lord and Taylor, B. Altman and Company, John Wanamaker Store, Abraham and Strauss, and Frederick Loesser and Company all set up carefully crafted model rooms of the latest contemporary interiors.23 

Despite all the efforts of museums and department stores in the late 1920s and early 1930s, most people across the country rejected European modernism, although eventually the simpler new designs were appreciated. Throughout much of the twentieth century, true modernism, or the international style, made only a slight impact on American architecture and interior design.24 Modern furniture designs represented only a small percentage of department store sales, and items were often sold at marked-down prices, but because the critics liked modernism, it received a disproportionate amount of press. When Design Research opened its doors in the 1950s, modernism continued fighting the battle to capture the imaginations of consumers who were buying more traditional, historical-revival styles. It was not until the 1960s, when D/R was flourishing in its Cambridge store, that the store believed it could successfully sell “good design,” or modernism, across the country.

At the time that Macy’s and others were exhibiting contemporary decorative arts, an institution devoted exclusively to contemporary art and design opened in 1929, the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). MoMA’s charter mandated that it “monitor, shape, and elevate the quality of the man-made environment.”25 From the beginning, it held special exhibitions of contemporary decorative arts to insure that the public was aware of the latest and best designed products. Within its first decade, the museum launched two enormously influential design-related shows, the “controversial” 1934 “Machine Art” show, curated by Philip Johnson, and then, in 1939, the Bauhaus retrospective of work dating from 1919 through 1928.26 In 1940, beginning its second decade, MoMA sponsored a competition entitled “Organic Design in Home Furnishings.” Eero Saarinen and Charles Eames jointly won with their groundbreaking molded plywood chairs. The prize included a manufacturing contract and an exhibition of the winning design, which took place in 1941.27 Eames and Saarinen designs were always available at D/R.

MoMA began an exhibition practice that would inspire and influence the selection of merchandise sold at Design Research. Around Christmas time in 1938, it opened “Useful Objects Under Five Dollars.” The exhibition consisted of well-designed, easily obtainable products, a veritable “buyers guide,” and it was repeated yearly.28 Although the “Useful Objects” shows were “limited in scope and modestly presented,”29 Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., director of the museum’s department of industrial design and organizer of these exhibits, referred to them as the genesis for the larger and more comprehensive “Good Design” shows, which were launched after World War II. The first of five was held in 1950.30 Chicago’s wholesale furniture market, the Merchandise Mart, sponsored “Good Design” in conjunction with MoMA and hosted the opening exhibition. Wallace O. Ollman, general manager of the Merchandise Mart, and Rene d’Harnoncourt, director of MoMA, explained the exhibition’s purpose:

It is the first time an art museum and wholesale merchandising center have co-operated to present the best examples of modern design in home furnishings. Now, at the mid-point of the century, these two national institutions, whose very different careers began just 20 years ago, believe and hope that in combining their resources they will stimulate the appreciation and creation of the best design among manufacturers, designers and retailers for good living in the American home. Thus the attention of all America will be focused on the things being created by the home furnishings industry.31
Objects were to be chosen for “their excellent appearance and their progressive performance,”32 the same principles that would guide Benjamin Thompson’s selection of goods. The selection committee charged with organizing the initial show included Kaufmann, the architect Alexander Girard, and Meyric R. Rogers, curator of decorative arts and industrial design at the Art Institute of Chicago. The Merchandise Mart donated the display space, the Art Institute of Chicago loaned artwork, and designers and manufacturers donated the products. Charles and Ray Eames were hired to design the installation, which was open to the public as well as to buyers and wholesalers; the Eameses also designed MoMA’s first “Good Design” show installed in New York.33 

Each year the Merchandise Mart in Chicago mounted two shows for the winter and summer home furnishings market, and each year the “Good Design” exhibitions expanded. The museum’s research staff shopped the wholesale and retail markets, scanned trade and consumer publications, and designers, manufacturers, and distributors submitted entries.34 Furniture, lamps, fabrics, china, a variety of tabletop accessories, glassware, table linens, small appliances, kitchen accessories, and rugs were among the items selected for inclusion. The product selection committee, chaired by Kaufmann, changed with every show and included a retailer or manufacturer, and a designer, architect, craftsman, or design educator. 

Each fall, MoMA showed an edited selection of objects culled from the Marts’ two yearly shows. The committee also chose the designer or architect for both the Chicago and New York installations; these participants included Charles and Ray Eames, Finn Juhl, Paul Rudolph, and Alexander Girard, respectively. The catalogs, in addition to listing the items, named their designers, the manufacturers, and/or the distributors. The Good Design Fifth Anniversary catalog, which was a retrospective show and MoMA’s last, also included “approximate retail prices” and contact information for purchase. 

Design Research sold the same categories of goods exhibited at MoMA; D/R offered the “The Good Design” shows in another format. D/R’s merchandise also had hangtags that credited the designers, which was not a common practice for retailers of household goods in the 1950s. Unlike today, designers were anonymous, unknown to the general public, except for a handful of fashion designers. Some merchants used “MoMA” on their hangtags if the goods they sold had been included in the “Good Design” shows; it was a form of branding, and the store owners claimed it increased sales by forty percent.35 

What Ben Thompson set out to accomplish and what Edgar Kaufmann and his associates wanted to accomplish were very similar. Such related goals are evidenced by the text from a round-table discussion of design professionals on the occasion of the “Good Design Fifth Anniversary” show; the discussion was organized by Industrial Design magazine, and the transcripts were published in the August 1954 issue.36 (This behind-the-scenes look at the ideas behind the shows gives us an invaluable, if only partial, visual record of the “Good Design” products; the catalogs only listed items.)37 “The general purpose of the Museum, without getting technical about it, is to provide education for the general public…we felt that the general public was more personally involved with the things that they used and enjoyed at home, than with any other kinds of products, except possibly clothing and personal accessories,” said Kaufmann.38 “Many times new ideas came into the market through new, weak or minor channels of production or distribution, and were not given a thorough scrutiny before they were discarded,” Kaufmann offered as one of the reasons for reaching the wholesalers shopping the shows at the Merchandise Mart. He continued, “We decided to do it not only by meeting them on their own ground, and at their own season, but also by trying to heighten and accentuate the points we wanted to make to harassed and busy people, by putting the things which seemed good to us together in one spot, and in a very dramatic presentation.”39 At D/R, Ben Thompson also put things together in one place using dramatic presentations, although his arrangements were very different. When Kaufmann was asked, “Is it the purpose of Good Design to raise the level of public taste?” he replied, “No, our aim is to raise the level of public information, and let them make their own taste.”40 Thompson also wanted his customers to find their own tastes after being exposed to merchandise they had not seen before. 

MoMA was not the only institution whose design initiatives affected Design Research. Boston’s Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) was geographically closer to D/R. It, too, exhibited well-designed, manufactured products, opening its first design show in 1949, which was then held annually through 1956.41 The shows were titled “Designs for Christmas,” and Design Research was listed among the lenders to the exhibitions. The catalogs included the names of designers and/or manufacturers, plus the names and addresses of the lenders, allowing Bostonians to buy some of the products at the nearby D/R. Like D/R and MoMA, the selection principles were the same. “Objects were chosen on the basis of four major considerations: aesthetic appeal, appropriate function, inventiveness, and economy. The well-designed product serves us usefully, while affording pleasure; reflects skills logically applied; is economically produced; and exploits new technology.”42
Contemporaneous with MoMA’s “Good Design” and ICA’s “Designs for Christmas” shows was yet another critically successful museum exhibition, “Design in Scandinavia,” that must have benefited D/R. Featuring everyday, mass-produced objects, it traveled throughout the United States and Canada from 1954 through 1957 and was shown at twenty-four museums in North America under the auspices of the American Federation of the Arts. The show contained 240 Scandinavian designers’ works and represented Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden. This exhibit had an enormous impact on American manufacturers, retailers, and consumers; Georg Jensen was one of several retailers who sold products in conjunction with the exhibition.43 Design critic Mildred Smerz proclaimed during a 2003 panel discussion, “The Design Research Story,” that at that time “everybody loved everything Scandinavian, like Ingmar Bergman films, not just furniture.”44 

Art museums located outside of the large eastern cities were also “convinced that a modern museum had a social as well as a cultural role to play in the community.”45 In such a way, the museum offered the public a model for living in a contemporary fashion. One such influential institution was in the Midwest where Benjamin Thompson was raised (Thompson was born in St. Paul, Minnesota), the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, Minnesota. In 1947, the Walker built Idea House II (Idea House I was built in 1939), the second house commissioned by the museum to express “modern living in a small house”46 (Figure 12). The Walker was the first museum to install a permanent gallery devoted to modern utilitarian objects, and it began to publish a journal, Everyday Art Quarterly, in 1946, which was later re-named Quarterly Design. As another example, in 1949, “An Exhibition for Modern Living” was presented by the Detroit Institute of Arts and was supported by the J.L. Hudson Company department store. Alexander Girard created the installation of over 3,000 well-designed products plus seven rooms created by various architects and designers (Figure 13).47 

More important than exhibitions in furthering the acceptance of modernism, however, was the media. Museum shows devoted to mass-produced objects for the home were important to people involved in design, manufacturing, and retailing, but such exhibitions reached relatively small audiences and had a minimal impact on the general public; during the three years in which the “Design in Scandinavia” exhibit traveled around the country, only about 650,000 people saw it.48 Magazines were the most powerful disseminators of style and taste, particularly shelter and women’s magazines, in the 1950s. The journalist Harry Henderson, who spent three years learning about and interviewing people living in the new suburbs like Levittown, discussed their power. In a 1953 series of articles for Harper’s Magazine he wrote: 

My interviews with wives revealed that their models and ideas came primarily from pictures of rooms in national magazines. Nobody copies an entire room, but they take different items from different pictures. At first most women said, ‘Well, moving into a new house, you want everything new.’ Later some altered this explanation, saying, ‘Nearly everybody is new…I mean, they are newly married and new to the community. They don’t feel too certain about things, especially moving into a place where everyone is a stranger. If you’ve seen something in a magazine—well, people will nearly always like it.’ So many times were remarks of this character repeated that I concluded that what many sought in their furniture was a kind of ‘approval insurance.’49
What did these women see when they looked at magazines, and why did the pictures offer “approval insurance”? Unlike museums that generally agreed about what represented “good design,” magazines offered a hodgepodge of ideas. Residential architecture and interiors depicted in the shelter magazines of post-World War II America promoted modernism along with more traditional styles. The traditional styles, however, dominated the advertising pages and often overwhelmed or marginalized the modernist styles, sometimes relegating them wholly to kitchens and bathrooms. As Henderson and others noted, there was a real dichotomy between the styles of mass-produced domestic architecture. The two styles of houses being built in the suburbs of the 1950s were the traditional Cape Cod, a style that dominated the first post-war housing developments built in the Northeast, and the very popular California-influenced, ranch-style house, which was constructed everywhere across America beginning in the 1950s (Figure 14a-b).

The media, however, had presented progressive design to its readers well before the 1950s, when both the general interest and the home décor magazines published interior decoration schemes and occasionally printed designs for a complete house. During the first decade of the twentieth century, The Ladies Home Journal sold for relatively modest costs architects’ house plans, whose styles presented a mainly “functionalist” point of view in contrast to the elaborate, nineteenth-century Victorian homes that many people still occupied.50 One of the earliest sets of plans they sold was based on Frank Lloyd Wright’s 1902-1904 design for the Dana prairie house built in Springfield, Illinois.51 The “open plan” arrangement of rooms that Wright created became the model for post-World War II suburban houses and remains the pre-eminent interior architectural style to this day. 

The merchandise sold at D/R was a perfect match for a group of houses sponsored by Arts and Architecture magazine, who, beginning in 1945, asked several leading contemporary American architects to focus on affordable housing designs. Magazine publishers, like museum curators, anticipated the post-war housing shortage and the need for returning vets and their families to find reasonably priced homes. The program, known as the Case Study Houses, would influence designers and builders all over the world. 

The Ladies Home Journal, still a popular magazine in the 1950s, again provided its readers with forward-looking home designs; beginning in 1945, it, too, commissioned designs for mass-produced houses by prominent contemporary architects. Phillip Johnson designed one such house that was shown in the July 1945 edition. Richard Pratt, the architectural editor, wrote, “It is my guess that the Greeks would have liked this house. They believed in the beauty of simple forms that came to life through the process of fine proportions”52 (Figure 15). With a reformer’s zeal, Pratt urged readers to contact builders, bankers, and congressman to “encourage progressive home-building.”53 Plan-Tech Associates designed one of the houses the Journal commissioned, “House in a Day”; it relied on mass production and mechanics with fewer parts to make it less expensive (Figure 16). 

Good Housekeeping magazine, too, was promoting non-traditional housing in the immediate post-war period. It offered sketch plans in its January 1953 edition for a California-built “L-shaped, 1,138 square foot, two bedroom house for $16,640”54 (Figure 17). But only two months later, Good Housekeeping published a story about a traditional Cape Cod-style house with modern open-plan interiors, open rafters, exposed rough-hewn beams, and traditional, colonial-revival furniture. “Without exception, our staff likes it,” the editors wrote in the feature titled “Who Wouldn’t Like to Live Here?”55 (Figure 18). 

Just at the moment in the early 1950s when D/R was opening for business, a decided shift was taking place in domestic planning and design that moved away from the functional, modernist point of view that the store promoted. Good Housekeeping’s Cape Cod house symbolized that shift. Why was this reactionary attitude occurring? Part of the answer could be found at House Beautiful, where one of the magazine world’s most influential voices, the editor-in-chief Elizabeth Gordon, wrote, “America is finally developing its own Style…Now, after 175 years of trial and error, the manifestations of a completely American Style are clearly appearing in the major arts of architecture and landscape, and in the minor arts of furniture, fabrics, china, silver, glass, and the like.”56 Gordon would spend the next decade defining the new “American Style” from both aesthetic and social/political points of view, rejecting the European-inspired modernism in favor of a more traditional and inherently American design sensibility. 

Curiously, the trends House Beautiful outlined in 1950 as being expressive of the new American lifestyle did embody much of the D/R philosophy. The magazine’s pages illustrated those concepts with photographs of small modern houses decorated with modern furniture.57 Although the trends were not original to House Beautiful, they are worth noting; many of these ideas were articulated in the Case Study Houses and were written about by Mary and Russel Wright in their Guide to Easier Living. House Beautiful described the trends as follows:

Our attitude toward how we want to live affects the architecture and decorating of our houses. These are the trends that are happening: the merging of indoors and outdoors, optically, via glass; the dominance of the family’s fun and recreation in both house planning and land use; the insistence on privacy, indoors and out, even on a small lot; the realistic solving of the service problems of home-ownership which have been ignored heretofore; the use of durable materials in construction and decorating which do not need pampering—either in use or maintenance; the achievement of a relaxed, friendly atmosphere through an uninhibited mixing of old things and new ideas. Americans don’t like to slavishly follow a dogma; the absence of ostentatious show-offism, either on the street front or anywhere else; the designing of the house and land as one integrated thing, instead of as two things which have no relation to each other, thereby producing an interlocking usefulness not otherwise possible. Formerly, the house design was made first—garden later; an adroitness in room-planning, so all rooms have good exposures and none have undesirable exposure; the use of optical illusion to give spaciousness to small houses and small lots. Rising building costs necessitate smaller rooms. But Americans do not like to feel cramped. So a whole new type of designing is coming into architecture and landscape design.58
Appearing in the same issue, an article authored by Frances Heard explained why “American Taste has an Unmistakable Flavor”: 

We like everything; we borrow from everywhere. But we do something to it—after we get it home…We adapt our borrowings to our own purposes. We simplify them. We make them more comfortable, more convenient, and easier to care for…We judge their performance, not by intellectual theories, but according to common sense. The emerging American taste is for simplified things that work.59 

Heard’s sentiment that Americans like “simplified things that work” could have been written by Benjamin Thompson and could have served as a motto for the goods sold at D/R. But the editors of House Beautiful crossed a line in 1953 that went from lauding American know-how to launching a strident crusade against specific individuals and intellectual theories from Europe. Gordon suggested that these theories represented “The Threat to the Next America” and cautioned readers that the source of the threat was the Bauhaus, Mondrian, and the international style.60 A few months later, she specifically pointed her pen at J.J.P. Oud, Walter Gropius, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, and Le Corbusier, accusing them, as well as institutions such as the Bauhaus and the Museum of Modern Art, of promoting a totalitarian agenda: “in all honesty we feel that a profound choice faces us today. Either we choose the architecture that will encourage the development of individualism or we choose the architecture and design of collectivism and totalitarian control…America and the Western world if not the whole world, is at a fateful fork in the road.”61 

The year that D/R opened, 1953, was the beginning of the cold war in America and the same year that Ms. Gordon started her crusade; the airwaves were filled with the voice of Senator Joseph McCarthy and other government redbaiters. Fifty years later, one can only speculate about Gordon’s motives and what she wanted to accomplish. Was it her personal politics or a commercial decision that pushed her to steer her readers away from what she considered to be subversive European designs? The editorial pages of House Beautiful were not filled with traditional Cape Cod-style houses or furniture that Gordon advocated, although the advertising pages were. The photographs showed modern rooms frequently furnished with Robsjohn-Gibbings designs and/or Widdicomb-manufactured furniture, but rarely were Eames, Finn Juhl or Marcel Breuer designs shown; Gordon did praise the work of Alexander Girard, a modernist who designed one of the “Good Design” exhibits, for its eclectic mix of objects and furniture.62 

Adding further confusion to Gordon’s personal agenda was that she was not a xenophobe, promoting only “made-in-America” ideas and products. Gordon was one of the biggest supporters of the “Design in Scandinavia” show, writing articles and featuring many of its products. She did manage to skew her stories, however, to meet her political objectives. The article, “Why the New Scandinavian Show Is Important to America,” describes the Scandinavians as “a deeply democratic people.”63 The United States government sponsored the exhibition and most likely had the same motives, to encourage European democracy and free enterprise away from the Communist sphere of influence.

Gordon and her writers declared that individualism and choice were important American values, as if those she opposed did not share the same values. Her position and strong language was condemned in several publications; House and Garden, Interiors, and Industrial Design were a few of the magazines that countered her view. A January 1953 House and Garden editorial, “A Bill of Rights for Freedom of Taste,” presents a somewhat timid statement for freedom of choice: “No one appreciates more than we do what the past decade has produced in good design, but we are equally concerned with the danger of being railroaded into rigid molds…But wherever you stand, whatever your taste, for traditional or for modern or for a happy wedding of the two, it is high time, in our opinion, to escape the clichés and return to the rights of man.”64 A July 1953 editorial states, “It is the time in which we live that determines largely the way in which we live. But any house is a good house if it fits your needs and reflects your taste.”65 Benjamin Thompson wanted his customers to pick and choose merchandise at D/R with the same attitude, asking themselves if the merchandise fit their needs and taste. 

The battle to win the hearts and minds of readers back from the international style was also waged among the “to-the-trade” magazines read by professional designers, retailers, and manufacturers. Interior Design titled its polemic, “A House is not a Machine to Live In.” Interior Design was more conservative then its competitors, even though an anniversary issue editorial stated that they were “sympathetic to all periods and decorative styles.”66
There were publications that were solidly aligned with the agenda of Design Research, and such publications sought to defend modernism from the conservative media’s attacks. Interiors magazine, whose graphically bold covers and pages featured the most current modern furniture, textiles, and accessories, is where the D/R aesthetic point of view could be found. Interiors embraced MoMA and its “Good Design” philosophy, featuring photographs from the Merchandise Mart’s “Good Design” installations of furniture, floor coverings, textiles, lighting, kitchen and cleaning equipment, tablewares, and accessories in several issues throughout 1953.67 Interiors also confronted Elizabeth Gordon directly. In a special insert bound into the July 1953 edition, Olga Gueft, the editor-in-chief, writes in the introduction to the reprint of a speech given by Alfred Auerbach, a journalist and publicist for home furnishings, that “turmoil has reigned since last April, when Elizabeth Gordon, Editor of House Beautiful, sounded the clarion warning against the kind of modern design she doesn’t care for, labeling it ‘A Threat to the Next America.’”68 Gueft concludes, “by the time he [Alfred Auerbach] had finished, the storm had subsided, and no member of the audience remained in any doubt that his or her taste in chairs might reflect on his loyalty to his country.”69
The same group that published Interiors started Industrial Design magazine in March of 1954. Jane Fiske McCullough, who had been the architecture editor of Interiors, was made editor-in-chief. In 1969, she married Benjamin Thompson and became a partner in Benjamin Thompson Associates, and Jane Thompson continues to run Thompson Design Group in Boston today. Industrial Design shared the same progressive outlook as its sister publication, also featuring stories about the “Good Design” exhibitions. It is hard to know whether the mixed messages published by the magazines during the 1950s helped or hindered the acceptance of modernism by a larger group of consumers.

What messages did consumers absorb about style, taste, and lifestyles from media other than magazines? Were the opinions found in 1950s-era magazines reinforced by the scene designers, set decorators, writers, and producers working in television and movies? Before the 1950s, modernist interiors, the same as those praised by critics and shown in all the best stores, dominated movies made in the 1920s, 1930s, and early 1940s. But once the veterans came home from the war and everyone moved to the suburbs, interiors shown in the movies, and particularly on television sit-coms of the 1950s, were very traditional and cozy.

The time-honored design preferences of home owners living in the new suburbs were reinforced twofold: by what one saw when looking out from one’s own picture window into the picture windows of one’s neighbors, and by looking at the home décor of one’s other “new best friends,” the TV families that everyone grew to love even more than one’s actual neighbors.70 “Television families were typically presented as ‘real families’ who just happened to live their lives on TV. Ricky and Lucy, Ozzie and Harriet, Jane and Goodman Ace, George and Gracie, and a host of others crossed the boundaries between fiction and reality on a weekly basis.”71 

The TV families’ living rooms did not look like displays at Design Research (Figure 6-7) or a Florence Knoll model living room (Figure13), but more like a room shown in a Levittown model house (Figure 19). Most D/R customers rejected the colonial revival coziness decorating the sets of the TV sitcoms. The sets’ small details set the tone: Windsor chairs, a mirror adorned with a ship’s wheel, the lamps, colonial wallpaper patterns, and cobbler’s benches (Figure 20). 

Movies of the 1950s depicted suburban towns populated by middle-class families living in houses filled with Americana. Colonial revival décor represented normality in dramas like the 1956 Man in the Grey Flannel Suit (Figure 21) or sci-fi movies such as The Invasion of the Body Snatchers, also released in 1956; they were metaphors for traditional American values. Americana represented a buffer against the Communist menace that Elizabeth Gordon had so distinctly articulated.

Magazine advertising for home products and furniture reflected those traditional values too. The 1950s ads contrast dramatically with the covers and pages of House Beautiful, House and Garden, Ladies Home Journal, and Good Housekeeping, which presented elegant interiors decorated in the modern style. Some ads tied their products directly to TV families through endorsements, like Lucille Ball’s advertisement for Morgan-Jones’ “Minuet” bedspread (Figure 22). Proof of how successfully celebrities could sell goods, Lucille Ball and her husband, Desi Arnez, created their own industry of products. In 1953, they founded Desilu Enterprises, which, in addition to producing their TV show, licensed bedroom furniture, kitchen flooring, Lucy dolls, and clothes for men and women.72 There were some ads showing modern interiors, but they were a rarity in the early 1950s. For example, the furniture and accessories pictured in an Armstrong flooring ad looked like items one could buy at D/R (Figure 23). The layouts advertising household goods that were bold and clean appeared mostly in magazines like Interiors or Industrial Design, both of which embraced the modernist point of view editorially (Figure 24). 

The word “modern” was used so indiscrimately that its meaning was open to numerous interpretations. There was a style of modern that Elizabeth Gordon and her allies condemned, which was the purely unadorned, geometric-based forms found in European international style designs. There was also a style of modern that Gordon applauded, such as designs created by T.J. Robsjohn-Gibbings or Edward Wormley, whose lines were softer, curved, more natural (Figure 25 a-b). 

It was Gordon’s chosen form of modernism that was to be most popular in mid-century America. More colorful and more organic-inspired forms appeared in household product and furniture designs during the 1950s, a pronounced shift away from the severe, purely geometric shapes of pre-war international style modernism that most Americans shunned. Benjamin Thompson also gravitated toward rounder forms and lines in the furniture and objects he sold, as well as those he designed, which must have contributed to the furniture’s success. He used wood, natural cotton, and wool upholstery, favoring the Scandinavian, rather than the Bauhaus or Le Corbusier, aesthetic. 

This inclination was echoed throughout the American design world. Arthur Pulos, in The American Design Adventure, writes that Marcel Breuer’s single family house built in 1949 in the Museum of Modern Art’s garden was an “attempt to find an accommodation between the International Style and an American style of casual living.” Through the use of natural materials, Breuer hoped to capture “what he called the ‘wilderness’ atmosphere of America.”73 In Design in the Fifties, George Marcus quotes the following from a 1952 Interiors magazine ad for Masonite: ‘“Modern isn’t enough! No longer is it a question of ‘modern or traditional.’ More often, the customer will ask, ‘which modern?’” Marcus elaborates on the categories of modern the designer George Nelson described: the “machine look,” the “handicraft look,” and the “biomorphic look.”74 All of Nelson’s “looks” could be found at Design Research.

As less-traditional design styles filtered into mainstream America, they were often diluted and modified significantly. Endless varieties of “modern” or “contemporary” were available in furniture stores, department stores, or mail-order catalogs; both terms were used in conjunction with simplified versions of Louis VI or early American styles, and the very popular Scandinavian-inspired styles were referred to as “contemporary” (Figure 26a-b). The Homemaker plate, created in 1956-57 by the British designer Enid Seeney, features line drawings that illustrate how elegant biomorphic-based forms like those created by the Eameses, Finn Juhl, Noguchi, and Saarinen were transformed into indescribably bad furniture and lighting fixtures (Figure 27). 

Items decorated with boomerang-pattern Formica or other objects of that genre were not sold at Design Research or its New York competitors, who included boutiques like Bonniers, which sold modern household objects and furniture in the 1950s and 1960s. Bonniers had a look and feel similar to Design Research, and it opened in the late 1940s at 605 Madison Avenue in New York (Figure 28). Like D/R, the store sold imported household goods from Italy, France, and Germany, but mostly from Scandinavia. Scandinavian designs, often labeled “Danish Modern” (as if Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and Finland were a single entity) became very popular in the 1950s because the clean lines and small scale were perfect for the smaller houses and apartments most people lived in. D/R stocked a large inventory of Scandinavian goods, not just teak furniture, but glassware, flatware, and textiles. George Tanier and Raymor were some other shops carrying Scandinavian home products and Georg Jensen, best known for its silver and jewelry, offered the increasingly popular Scandinavian furniture and home accessories, too.75 The Workbench, which began in 1955 as a small shop in Greenwich Village, also carried Danish modern and its American-made versions. Workbench only sold furniture; it ultimately opened hundreds of stores across the country but recently went bankrupt in 2003. 

Alexander Girard’s store for Herman Miller, Inc., named Textiles and Objects, was located at 8 East 53rd Street and opened in May of 1961 and closed two years later. It was a few blocks from Design Research’s first New York store, which opened only a month later, and the two were competitors. Like D/R, Textiles and Objects sold “to-the-trade” furniture to the general public, but in addition to serving as a retail outlet, Textiles and Objects also served as a showroom for Herman Miller’s wholesale fabrics along with other decorative items from all over the world. Girard displayed fabrics in unusual ways, different from D/R. He would use fabric to upholster cabinet doors as well as furniture, providing patrons with many new ideas; the shop showed Girard’s own classic designs and his newest designs for Herman Miller.76 D/R’s Lexington Avenue shop was mostly filled with textiles, too, as well as decorative fabrics, accessories, and clothes, primarily from Marimekko. 

The few other boutiques that carried merchandise similar to that sold at Design Research were mostly located in urban settings. During the 1950s and 1960s, the real competition for consumer dollars came from the numerous shopping malls being built near every suburb in America: “By the end of the sixties more than 10,000 shopping centers of every size and shape had been built. The huge shift of wealth and population to the suburbs guaranteed their profits.”77 Shopping malls represented a new way of life, as one had to get in the car and drive to the mall, rather than walk to neighborhood stores. “Commercial developers—many of whom owned department stores—were constructing a new kind of marketplace, the regional shopping center aimed at satisfying suburbanites’ consumption and community needs… Here was the ‘new city’ of the postwar era.”78 Malls became a substitute for the town square, or a “more perfect downtown, they [developers and store owners] aimed to exclude from this public space unwanted urban groups such as vagrants, prostitutes, racial minorities, and poor people.”79 Levittown and other suburban housing developments participated in similar social engineering in order to keep these communities middle class and white. 

The mall environment of artificial weather, light, and air was antithetical to Benjamin Thompson’s way of thinking. As long as Thompson controlled D/R, he resisted locating the stores in malls, but as branches proliferated, the new D/R management opened shops in the South Shore Plaza in Braintree, Massachusetts (1972), in the Embarcadero Center, San Francisco (1973), and in the Mall at Chestnut Hill located in Newton, Massachusetts (1974).80 Thompson wanted the stores to be part of street and community life, and the shopping experience was to resemble shopping at a street bizarre. “For all D/R shops, we picked congenial old settings in which to make new environmental statements,” Thompson wrote in a Boston Sunday Globe article.81 When Thompson was planning the new glistening glass flagship store in the late 1960s, he was concerned about the college town’s environment, and “the task of building anew on Brattle Street, with its beautiful residential scale and bustling intensity around Harvard Square, was a complex prospect…Could we blend today’s structure with Longfellow’s neighborhood, mix children and elders, old and new, store and street into a comfortable continuity of color and optimism that life is naturally all about?”82 The answer to Benjamin Thompson’s question was yes, at least for a period of time. Design Research was a successful commercial enterprise during the 1950s and 1960s. 

This chapter began with a discussion of a transformation of American society that took place at the end of the nineteenth century. Thompson opened his business shortly before the world witnessed another significant social and political transformation, the 1960s. Many people coming of age in the 1960s rejected the culture that “confused the good life with goods.”83 Benjamin Thompson anticipated those changes and offered consumers something different from the values and goods that dominated the immediate post-World War II period. This was undoubtedly due to Thompson’s commitment to design that genuinely met the basic lifestyle needs of his customers, as well as his tireless efforts to increase the public’s understanding and appreciation for well-designed objects. D/R came into existence at a time when modern design was ever so slowly gaining recognition within American culture, and it is a testament to Thompson’s skills as a businessman and design visionary that his store managed to stay afloat for almost three decades. 
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