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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

On September 21, 1940, industrial designer Russel Wright stood next to First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt as she cut the ribbon at Macy’s department store in New York, officially opening the American-Way program.   Wright’s grandly scaled project sought to bring together American design, regional handcrafts, mass-production, and national marketing in a full range of furnishings for middle-class homes.  American-Way not only embodied Wright’s own deeply felt design convictions, but also reflected wider issues of American national character, the place of the machine in modern life, changes to middle-class lifestyles, and the role of design in defining consumer culture.  
Behind the ribbon at Macy’s in 1940 were products grouped together into demonstration rooms, consisting of hundreds of objects that represented nearly every type of furnishing for the American domestic interior.  Furniture, textiles, decorative accessories, tableware, and lamps embodied the designs of approximately a hundred different industrial and craft designers.   The combination of machine-made and hand-made products, a central concept for Russel and his wife, Mary Wright, as they developed the program beginning in 1939, was one of the most noticeable features of the ensembled rooms of American-Way products.  The widely publicized program, highlighted by a roster of distinguished designers and a group of advisors including some of the key figures in American design such as Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., and Edward Durell Stone, was poised to be marketed around the U.S. in selected department stores.  From this promising beginning, the program was at an end by 1942 due to factors from logistical difficulties to wartime materials shortages.  But the ideas behind its products, the processes of their design and production, and the fate of the American-Way program as a whole tell a story of the mid-twentieth century’s preoccupations and questions.       
The year 1940, at the end of a difficult decade, was a seminal economic and cultural moment for the United States.  Social and technological changes since the turn of the century had occurred with dizzying speed and far-reaching results.   The automobile, electric current, air travel, women’s suffrage, indoor plumbing, the movies, and jazz, among many other new phenomena, had profound effects on American life in a short period of time.  The Jazz Age ended abruptly in October, 1929, with the crash of the stock market, but the forces it advanced did not.  The stunning shock of what seemed to be the failure of the whole economic system added to the other transformations Americans had to absorb.  The 1930s found the nation weary and in need of hope and a future, and it was design in its broadest sense that began to hold a measure of promise and potential.   The design of consumer goods was an economic force that increasingly took on moral dimensions as a means of social change.  Defining and disseminating “good design” became a pursuit of great significance, occupying designers, tastemakers, manufacturers, and retail emporiums.     
Out of the disorientation produced by the Great Depression, a widespread economic theory developed that recovery could be found in the widest possible distribution of consumer goods.  Further, broad circulation of goods was perceived as “democratic” and thus, American.  Objects made by machine were associated with the egalitarian effect of widely available middle-priced goods, while those made by hand represented the work of the artistic individual for consumption by those with the means to do so.  For Russel Wright, the democracy of the machine and the individuality of the artist were each elemental to the American character and national wellbeing.  As an organizing construct of the American-Way program, the combination of hand- and machine-made products became more than a merging of production processes, it was a prescription for American living.  

Given the political landscape, “American-ness” in every area began to have serious import.  In October of 1940, The New York Times’ headlines included “RAF Blasts Channel Ports,” “Nazis Bomb Central London,” and “Axis Weighs French Peace,” while a photo on page three showed British nursery school children being led into the dark tunnel of an air-raid shelter.  At the same time, in virtually every advertisement in the newspaper, from oatmeal to ladies’ fashion, the word “American” figured prominently.  A minister in Queens, New York told his parishioners that “the American way is not the plutocratic way but God’s way,”
 and the play by George S. Kaufmann, The American Way, opened on Broadway almost at the same moment as Russel Wright’s grand opening a few blocks downtown.   In virtually every area, Americans could feel a heightened awareness of what supposedly made the country distinct, and by extension, superior.     
 
In this cultural context, Russel Wright, using his standing as a successful industrial designer, developed American-Way.  He was one of a group of industrial design professionals that had come of age in the 1930s in response to the combination of economic stagnation, newly developing methods of mass marketing, and American industrial expansion.  But unlike his contemporaries, Wright largely focused on middle-class domestic goods.  With a consistent enthusiasm for American-ness in design and lifestyle, Wright pursued his ideas of American practicality, honesty, and informality.  His designs may not always have been innovative, but the marketing strategies the Wrights jointly developed often were, thanks to Mary’s business acumen.  Catching the mood of the buying public, Russel Wright had the distinction of being largely responsible for shifting Americans toward a home-grown type of Modernism, a few objects at a time.  In American-Way, he sought to enlarge the scope of influence of his convictions.
This paper will examine the American-Way program in a series of narrowing contexts: first, the American design environment of the 1930s, then the specific careers of Russel and Mary Wright, and then the ideals behind the program itself.  A selected group of nine of the program’s objects will be analyzed, and the conclusion will discuss the results, outcomes, and legacy of American-Way.
If, as philosopher George Santayana observed in 1911, the “American Will” was represented by the skyscraper while the “American Intellect” was found in a “neat reproduction of the colonial mansion,” three decades later it was Russel and Mary Wright’s intention to bring those two aspects of the American design personality together in their American-Way project.  Synthesis was the keystone of the American-Way project: the quest for a combination of opposites in American design and character.  
High-minded ideology underlay every aspect of the project, which proposed that the design of objects for Americans’ homes had profound personal and societal consequences.  In 1939, Russel Wright wrote about the American people: 
We believe design in [the field of home furnishings] to be a true indicator of the culture of a country.  We believe that the people of the future can be made happier with the development of design in these fields.  Industrial design is not just a commercial development.  It is more.  It is a social force straining for better home environment and happier people.
    
It was with this belief in the capacity of designed objects to change the world that the American-Way program was founded, and it is in light of that belief that it is best understood.  
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