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It is still little more than a century since the idea arose that the design of
consumer goods should be the care and responsibility of practitioners and
critics of fine arts. This conviction was part of the 19th-century democratic
dream of creating a universal élite, in which every literate voter was to be his
own aristocratic connoisseur and arbiter of taste – the assumption being that
the gap between the fine arts and the popular arts was due only to the
inadequate education of the ‘masses’. The view of popular taste drew much of
its strength from a romantic misconception of the Middle Ages; it assumed
that because only well-designed and artist-decorated artifacts (sic) had
survived from Gothic times, then all medieval men, from prince to peasant,
must have possessed natural good taste. (Actually, all the evidence suggests
is that only the expensive objects warranting elaborate decoration were
sufficiently well-made to last five or six centuries, and we know practically
nothing of the inexpensive artifacts of the period because few have survived.)

Nevertheless, this view of medieval goods did not entirely perish even after
Art Nouveau’s floridity had been rejected by the generation of designers and
theorists who established themselves after 1905. Adolf Loos, rejecting all
ornament, read the evidence to mean that later generations, with debased
taste, had allowed all undecorated medieval craftwork to be destroyed, while
carefully conserving the depraved and untypical ornamented examples. Loos,
while an extremist, is fairly typical of his contemporaries who rejected all
forms of ornament because they could find no meaning in it, and turned to the
concept of ‘pure form’ because it offered proof against fallible human taste.
This and other attitudes of their generation were synthesized after World War
One by Gropius and Le Corbusier, in writing that postulated a sovereign
hierarchy of the arts under the dominance of architecture, and a common
dependence on laws of form that were objective, absolute, universal and
eternally valid. The illusion of a common ‘objectivity’ residing in the concept of
function, and in the laws of Platonic aesthetics, has been a stumbling block to
product-criticism ever since.

In the century of fine art product-criticism now finishing, every school of
thought, every climate of opinion, has had to formulate its attitude toward
industrial production. In contrast to all earlier formulations, the ‘new-academic’
synthesis just described – a mystique of form and function under the
dominance of architecture – has won enthusiastic acceptance. It is the result
of telescoping the Loosian ideas of pure, undecorated machine forms and
Futurist ides of the mechanized urban environment as the natural habitat of
20th-century man. But this telescoping, which brought machine products within
the orbit of pure aesthetics, was achieved at the cost of ignoring three



fundamental fallacies, which may be labelled: simplicity, objectivity and
standardization.

Geometrical simplicity has been identified as a basic preference of Platonic
aesthetics since the end of the last century, and Plato’s celebrated quotation
that absolute beauty is found in ‘forms such as are produced by the lathe, the
potters’ wheel, the compass and the rule’ has been one of the most frequently
quoted justifications for abstract art, and for supposing that product design
should follow its laws. Neo-academic critics of 1900-30 could see in such
fields as bridge-building and vehicle design, quite accidentally, the same sort
of rule-and-compass geometry of which Plato approved.

Although these resemblances are obviously a mere coincidence depending of
the aesthetic atmosphere of the period and the primitive condition of vehicle
design, the neo-academic critics took them as proof of the objectivity of their
attitude. Engineers were believed to be working without aesthetic
contamination and according to immutable physical laws. To this
misconception, they added a confusion between the meaning of objectivity in
mechanical engineering laws and in the laws of aesthetics (the latter meaning
that their logic is impeccable, not that their factual basis has been subjected to
scientific evaluation). The neo-academics then succeeded in circulating the
belief that all mechanically-produced articles should be simple in form, and
answer to abstract and supposedly permanent laws based on architectural
practice. The final absurdity of this view is found in Herbert Read’s influential
book, Art and Industry, epitomized in two quotations. The first draws an
unwarranted conclusion from an impeccable observation: ‘The engineer’s and
the architect’s designs approach one another in aesthetic effect. Entirely
different problems are being solved, but the same absolute sense of order
and harmony presides over each.’ The aesthetic prejudice suggested in this
conclusion reveals itself in another, quite meaningless as a statement of fact
but instructive as a rhetorical flourish: ‘The machine has rejected ornament.’

Somewhere in this confusion lies the third of the concealed difficulties –
standardization. This word has been used in a muddled way by many
‘machine aesthetes’ in a manner that suggests a mark, an ideal, at which to
aim. But in engineering, a standardized product is essentially a norm
stabilized only for the moment, the very opposite of an ideal because it is a
compromise between possible production and possible further development
into a new and more desirable norm. This double expendability, which
involves not only the object itself but also the norm or type to which it belongs,
is actually what excludes mass-produced goods from the categories of
Platonic philosophy.

We live in a throw-away economy, a culture in which the most fundamental
classification of our ideas and worldly possessions is in terms of their relative
expendability. Our buildings may stand for a millennium, but their mechanical
equipment must be replaced in fifty years, their furniture in twenty. A
mathematical model may last long enough to solve a particular problem,
which may be as long as it takes to read a newspaper, but newspaper and
model will be forgotten together in the morning, and a research rocket – apex



of our technological adventure – may be burned out and wrecked in a matter
of minutes.

It is clearly absurd to demand that objects designed for a short useful life
should exhibit qualities signifying eternal validity – such qualities as ‘divine’
proportion, ‘pure’ form or ‘harmony’ of colours.[…]

We may now advance as a working hypothesis for a design philosophy this
proposition: ‘The aesthetics of consumer goods are those of the popular arts’.
But this still leaves us with the problem of how such an hypothesis may be put
into a working methodology.

Unlike criticism of fine arts, the criticism of popular arts depends on an
analysis of content, an appreciation of superficial rather than abstract
qualities, and an outward orientation that sees the history of the product as an
interaction between the sources of the symbols and the consumer's
understanding of them. To quote Bruno Alfieri about the 1947 Studebaker,
'The power of the motor seems to correspond to an aerial hood, an irresistible
sensation of speed'. He sees a symbolic link between the power of the motor
and the appearance of its housing, and this is made explicit by the use of an
iconography based on the forms of jet aircraft. Thus we are dealing with a
content (idea of power), a source of symbols (aircraft), and a popular culture
(whose members recognize these symbols and their meaning). The
connecting element between them is the industrial designer, with his ability to
deploy the elements of his iconography – his command and understanding of
popular symbolism.

The function of these symbol systems is always to link the product to
something that is popularly recognized as good, desirable or exciting – they
link the dreams that money can buy to the ultimate dreams of popular culture.
In this they are not, as many European critics suppose, specific to America.
They can be found in any progressive industrialized society. An example in
Italian design is the Alfa Giulietta whose diminutive tail fins might be defended
in terms of body fabrication, the need to carry the tail-lights, or the abstract
composition of the side elevation. But how much more effective they are in
evoking the world of sports-cars and aerodynamic research that is one of the
ultimate dreams of automobilism. Not all iconographies are so specific; such
concepts as the good life in the open air, the pleasures of sex, and
conspicuous consumption are other sources of symbols, and it is clear that
the more specific any symbol is, the more discretion must be used in its
application.

These trends, which become more pronounced as a culture becomes more
mechanized and the mass-market is taken over by middle-class employees of
increasing education, indicate the function of the product critic in the field of
design as popular art: Not to disdain what sells but to help answer the now
important question, 'What will sell?’. Both designer and critic, by their
command of market statistics and their imaginative skill in using them to
predict, introduce an element of control that feeds back information into
industry. Their interest in the field of design-as-popular-symbolism is in the



pattern of the market as the crystallization of popular dreams and desire - the
pattern as it is about to occur. Both designer and critic must be in close touch
with the dynamics of mass-communication. The critic, especially, must have
the ability to sell the public to the manufacturer, the courage to speak out in
the face of academic hostility, the knowledge to decide where, when and to
what extent the standards of the popular arts are preferable to those of the
fine arts. He must project the future dreams and desires of people as one who
speaks from within their ranks. It is only thus that he can participate in the
extraordinary adventure of mass-production, which counters the old
aristocratic and defeatist 19th-century slogan, 'Few, but roses', and its implied
corollary, 'Multitudes are weeds', with a new slogan that cuts across all
academic categories: 'Many, because orchids.'


