
Looking back over this book for a new 
edition, I am surprised to find how much it 
differs from tlie one I remember writing. The 
past two decades have witnessed much new 
scholarship-both theoretical and factual-in 
the areas of consumer culture and design 
history, and my own understanding of indus- 
trial design and its cultural role between the 
world wars has become more complex. 
Clearly I could not now write the Same book. 
Even so, I believe it remains a useful study, 
especially if a reader keeps in mind a few 
caveats. 

When I began the project twenty-five years 
ago, design history was only then emerging 
among British art school instructors inspired 
by Reyner Banham’s journalistic celebration 
of American pop culture-motorcycles, 
Detroit tailfins, and shag-carpeted custom 
vans. Arthur Pulos, an industrial designer, 
was then gathering material from his 
colleagues for a comprehensive history of 
design in the United States, but his work was 
ten years away from publication. In 1975, 
shortly after I began research for this book, 
Donald Bush published The Streamlined 
Decade, a useful work but one whose art 
historical approach left plenty of room for an 
interdisciplinary American Studies treatment 
encompassing the histories of business and 
industry, art and architecture, technology, 
and general social and cultural history. 

Even so, my approach exhibited a major 
blind spot for a historian of design. Only 
much later did I realize that during the 
writing of this book I had rarely touched, 
used, walked through, or otherwise physi- 
cally interacted with any of the material 
objects and environments I was describing 

and interpreting. Not a single reviewer or 
reader ever made this observation, which hit 
me one day as I contemplated a handsome, 
chrome-plated Big Ben alarm clock that had 
belonged to my grandmother. Henry Drey- 
fuss, the designer of the clock, once 
described his informal market research. 
Watching shoppers, he found that they 
hefted competing alarm clocks and tended to 
purchase the heaviest. As the story goes, 
Dreyfuss had a plug of iron inserted in the 
base of each Big Ben clock. The extra weight 
not only attracted purchasers but also gave 
the clock a solidity that kept it from being 
knocked off a bedside table. The story is a 
nice one, showing a thoughtful designer 
manipulating consumers while providing 
them with a more functional product. The 
only problem is that tlie story is not true. The 
Big Ben clock has no iron plug. Thirty 
seconds with a screwdriver revealed this after 
I had allowed my curiosity to go to work on 
the actual artifact. 

My familiarity with the objects I wrote 
about in this book came from black-and- 
white photographs. But they were no ordi- 
nary snapshots. Carefully posed and 
dramatically lit, these professional images 
existed to publicize new products in newspa- 
pers, magazines, trade journals, and advertise- 
ments. Without dimension or human 
context, gleaming with burnished highlights, 
these images of clocks, toasters, and washing 
machines exemplified cool gray abstraction, a 
calming ideal amidst the many uncertainties 
of the Depression. Whatever their impact on 
those who first viewed them, they retained 
considerable expressive power forty years 
later, yielding a sometimes unreal portrait of 
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the era that produced and consumed them. 
Even so, this book does not lack validity as an 
entry point to the culture of Depression 
America; nor does it misrepresent industrial 
design’s contributions to that culture. To 
some extent, the novelty of my approach to 
design history came from the very fact that I 
lacked the object-oriented connoisseurship of 
a museum curator or art historian. Instead I 
used earlier training as a literary scholar to 
analyze the forgotten writings of designers, 
advertising agents, product engineers, and 
business executives. In the verbal phrasing of 
memos and magazine articles-in effect only 
a secondary accompaniment to their real 
work-I discovered the cultural metaphors 
and utopian agenda of industrial design 
during the nineteen-thirties. 

As it happens, most of the objects illus- 
trated in the book were known only through 
black-and-white photos at the time I was 
writing. Few collectors specialized in mass- 
produced artifacts of the nineteen-thirties, 
and no art museum would have stooped to 
do so. Raymond Loewy’s famous teardrop 
pencil sharpener, which turns out to have 
been a unique prototype, came to light 
only during preparations for the Brooklyn 
Museum’s exhibition on “The Machine Age 
in America, 1918-1941,” which opened in 
1986. That show and its catalogue, written 
by Richard Guy Wilson, Dianne Pilgrim, and 
Dickran Tashjian, restored a sense of color to 
streamlined design and inspired collectors, 
both public and private. A spate of exhibi- 
tions and catalogues revisited the era, such as 
“Designing Modernity” in 1995, curated and 
edited by Wendy Kaplan from the 70,000 
examples of decorative arts, furniture, prints, 
posters, sculpture, books, travel and world’s 
fair memorabilia, and printed ephemera 
in the extraordinary collection of Mitchell 
Wolfson Jr. at Miami Beach. 

already know. Sometimes, as when my Big 
Ben clock triggered a minor revelation, the 
kaleidoscope shifts to form a new interpretive 
pattern. After becoming aware that I had 
relied on images instead of artifacts, I tried to 
remedy the situation when I started a new 

All historical research is shaped by what we 

book on the history of plastics. I ransacked 
flea markets and junk stores for examples of 
different polymers. I surrounded myself with 
these objects so I could touch, tap, bend, 
smell, and sometimes even purposely break 
them as I wrote. The point was to try to get at 
the experiential essence of these materials. 
But a disconcerting thing happened. I found 
that I wrote with greatest assurance about 
plastics from my childhood-about the 
magical golden depths of a translucent yellow 
screwdriver handle or the cool tangy odor of 
a Formica school desktop on a hot spring 
afternoon. The most convincing observations 
came from memories filtered through 
nostalgic haze. So much for a convincing 
claim to neutral objectivity, or for recapturing 
the original meanings of other new plastics 
for the people who first encountered them. 

There are a number of areas in which 
knowledge of scholarship nearly contempo- 
rary to mine would have stimulated greater 
precision on my part. I was writing just as 
theory was beginning to move to the fore- 
front of cultural studies, and I would have 
eagerly devoured Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinc- 
tion (1979) on intersections of class and 
taste. There is much of value on the symbi- 
otic relationship of producers and consumers 
in such works as Mary Douglas and Baron 
Isherwood’s The World of Goods (1979) and 
Grant McCracken’s Culture and Consump- 
tion (1988). Although I continue to maintain 
that the United States experienced the first 
hlly embodied consumer culture during the 
nineteen-twenties, more recent studies, such 
as Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J. H. 
Plumb’s The Birth of u Consumer Society 
(1982), have rightly argued for the impor- 
tance of consumption in the eighteenth 
century and earlier. My assertion that indus- 
trial design made people comfortable with 
technological change by domesticating 
modernity would have benefited from a read- 
ing of Marshall Berman’s All Thut Is Solid 
Melts into Air (1982), which explores moder- 
nity as disruption, and Roland Marchand’s 
Advertising the Arnericun Dream (1985), a 
study of the ideology and iconography of 
advertising between the world wars. 
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Obviously much has been published in the 
past two decades on industrial design and 
streamlining, though Twentieth Centu ry 
Limited remains an introduction no one has 
sought to replace and presents an interpreta- 
tion no one has questioned. Adrian Forty’s 
Objects of Desire (1985) brought more of a 
neeMarxist bite to the analysis of industrial 
design in general, while Terry Smith’s 
Making the Modern (1993) integrated mass 
production, modern art, and streamlining into 
an interpretation revolving around the Ford 
Motor Company. Penny Sparke explored the 
complex issues of gender and design in As 
Long As It’s Pink (1995). Recent monographs 
and exhibition catalogues have been devoted 
to Henry Dreyfiiss, Norman Be1 Geddes, 
Raymond Loewy, and Russel Wright, among 
others, and the periodicals Design Issues and 
Journal of Design History have addressed a 
fascinating array of topics. Some of the most 
sigmficant recent works have been general 
survqys such as Jonathan Woodham’s Twen- 
tieth Century Design (1997) and Gregory 
Votolato’s Americun Design in the Twentieth 
Century (1998). Others more limited in 
scope but ambitious in intent are Regina Lee 
Blaszczyk’s Imagining Consumers (2000), 
which engagingly reconstructs attempts by 
manufacturers of glassware and ceramics to 
discover and shape consumer demand, and 
me Bathroom, the Kitchen and the 
Aesthetics of Waste: A Process of Elimination 
(1992), by Ellen Lupton and J. Abbott Miller, 
which explores metaphorical aspects of 
streamlining that I unfortunately chose only 
to hint at two decades ago. 

readers today will object to my use of such 
gendered words as adman, businessman, 
and draftsman. For the past several years I 
have routinely used “sales agent” in place of 
“salesman.” However, it is debatable whether 
the cause of equality is better served by 
gender-neutral language or by historically 
accurate terminology that points out the 
degree to which inequality was intrinsic to 
the everyday expression of the mid-twentieth 
century. More central to the book is the 

Let me end with a few more caveats. Some 

degree to which, as a young author self- 
educated in the history of design, I repre- 
sented some issues as unique that had 
actually animated debates as early as the 
eighteen-forties. Promoting aesthetically valid 
products as a vehicle of social reform and 
touting novelty of design as a means of 
boosting sales-the “positive” and “negative” 
poles of much design discourse-were hardly 
new ideas. Both had engaged designers, 
manufacturers, and promoters in Great 
Britain and the IJnited States throughout the 
nineteenth century-perhaps most notice- 
ably at the Crystal Palace exhibition in 
London in 1851 and at the Centennial Exposi- 
tion at Philadelphia in 1876. Even the phrase 
“industrial design,” which I originally traced 
back to 1919, actually appeared at least as 
early as 1877, if only in an art educator’s 
lament that it was “but little cultivated in this 
country.” 

On the whole, these are sins of omission, 
as is this book’s most glaring oversight. The 
conclusion of Twentieth Centu ry Limited 
suggests a dismal future for industrial 
designers. After the exhilarating decade of 
the nineteen-thirties in which they founded a 
new profession, added glamour to industry, 
and created a streamlined world of gleaming 
promise, they found themselves relegated in 
the postwar period to obscure support posi- 
tions in which they sketched superficial 
model changes, engineered artificial obsoles- 
cence, and coordinated dull, featureless archi- 
tecture for corporate franchise outlets. Little 
did I know, in 1979, that design would soon 
become once again a central focus of Amer- 
ican culture. The book you are about to read 
traces the creation of forms and styles to 
express the energy and hopes (and, yes, the 
superficialities and hypocrisies) of a self- 
styled machine age. Now, of course, 
designers are engaged in the equally chal- 
lenging process of giving shape to the hard- 
ware, software, and webware of the 
information age. From that perspective, the 
history of an earlier moment of intense 
design consciousness takes on renewed 
significance. 



Much recent social history assumes the  
operation of a technological imperative 
According to  this view, social change follows 
technological innovation To Siegfried 
Giedion, the  assembly line seemed “a symbol 

A Consumer Society and o f  the  period between the tWO world 
wars.”’ Other historians have credited the  
automobile with stimulating prosperity in 
the twenties and, as its market reached satu- 
ration, with triggering the Depression of  the  
thirties. The auto’s economic role was no 
doubt crucial, but the ready availability of 
many other new manufactured products 
helped to transform the nation into a con- 
sumer society in the  twenties. Although tra- 
ditional virtues of  thrift and hard work did 
not immediately disappear, more and more 
people were engaged primarily in “buj~ ing  
a living.”2 

Its Discontents 
speed is a matter of mental 
stimulus. 

-” L’ ( “ R o ” y ~ ’ ~  RothufeL 

The Flood of Goods 

A number of factors contributed t o  the rise 
o f  a consumer economy in the twenties. The 
end of mass immigration in 1921 stimulated 
the introduction o f  machines to replace 
scarce unskilled labor. The electrification of 
industry made manufacturing more efficient. 
New techniques of factory management 
eliminated wasted effort by confining each 
worker to a single repeated task. Greater 
efficiency also resulted from the war, which 
had required standardization of  parts and 
processes throughout entire industries, had 
led to  modernization and new construction, 
and had given manufacturers experience in 
shifting rapidly from one  line of  products to 
another. Industrial production doubled be- 
tween 1919 and 1929, while purchasing 
power rose by nearly a fifth. Americans who  
were  working shorter hours for higher 
wages demanded a greater range of goods.:’ 

By far the greatest demand was for the  
freedom of movement provided by an auto- 
mobile. In 1910 there was one car for every 
184 persons; by 1930 one for every five.‘ 
The automobile’s phenomenal success stim- 
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ulated production of other consumer goods. 
Its example revealed the economy of high- 
volume production. In addition, cost- 
reducing innovations sought by automakers 
benefited other industries. One significant 
automotive spin-off-the inexpensive sheet 
metal provided by the continuous rolling 
mill-transformed the home appliance in- 
dustry in fortunate conjunction with lower 
electric rates. Other automotive develop- 
ments, such as synthetic finishes. provided 
new appearances for old products. Lighter in 
weight and brighter in color, many consum- 
er goods shared the attractions of the 
automobile." 

The ;icceptance of buying on credit, an- 
other automotive innovation, also fueled 
prosperity. Traditionally only ;I few products. 
such as pianos and sewing machines, were 
sold on titne. After General Motors set up its 
own finance corporation in 1919. however, 
the installment plan quickly became routine 
for all major purchases. Noting that credit 
buying had become "the new gospel," 
Robert Lynd suggested that the desire for 
immediate gratification was eroding the 
Protestant ethic of hard work, thrift, and 
;iccept;ince of hardship." The present seemed 
capable of gratieing every desire, but Anieri- 
cans did not lose sight of tlie future. The 
daily increasing t h v  of new products en- 
gcnclcrecl belief that the good life woiilcl 
continually grolv better. 

Everyone did not equally sharc the ne\v 
goods. But ,  ;is Lynd remarked, consumers 
expected soon to imitate those Lvith higher 
iticomes.' 'I'echnological innovation ;itid 

miss production brought former luxury 
items to people :it lower  income levels. 
Annual production of \v;ishing machines, for 

and by 193 1 two-thirds of the fiiniilies in  a 
typical city like Pittshurgh had one. The 
refrigerator. on the other hand, rernained a 
luxur). item. Not introduced until about 
1916, its annual production rose from 5 . 0 0 0  
in 1921 t o  8c)(1?000 in 1929,' but in  1931 
only I3 pcrccnt of Pittsburgh's homes had 

example. douhled 1>et\veen 1919 ;ind 1929. 

one. But the future promised that refriger- 
ators, like washers, would become generally 
available. In the meantime consumers could 
enjoy a range of less expensive appliances- 
sandwich grills, toasters, coffee pots, waffle 
irons, and clothing irons. 

Americans desired more products that 
could be used or consumed quickly and 
easily. Canned goods, cominercial bakery 
products, factory-rolled cigarettes. safety 
razors, and fountain pens all rose in sales 
during the twenties. They did not save much 
time, hut they created a feeling of increased 
tempo. Piano sales fell sharply as people 
opted for public entertainments that in- 
formed them of the latest styles and prod- 
ucts. Annual production of clothing in- 
creased by a third during the decade. 
indicating rapid turnover in  styles. New 
materials like rayon found acceptance as 
women sought ;I sleek modern look to match 
their automobiles. 

'I'lie consumption orientation spread 
rapidly through the LTniteei States for various 
reasons. The nation's population becmiic 
iirhan-centered in the twenties. atid rural 
;ireas u'ere less isolated than before. The 
;iutoniobile fostered the interpenetration of 
rural and urban space, as city dnrllers 
escaped to the country for Sunclay drives. 
;ind kirm families maclc shopping trips t o  the 
nearest city--\lhose goocls maclc those of 
the general store o r  mail-order c;italogue 
seem tamdry. To fight competition from 
urban shops, Montgomery Ward and Sears 
Roebuck opened retail outlets offering 
kis hi onabl e go ocls nc ) t fc ) i i  t i  d i 11 t 11 ei r c ;i t ;I- 

logues.!' Rural visitors returned frc)m the city 
to homes parti;illy trmsformed 13). modern 
products representing the essence of urhan 
I i v i  ng. 

Just as important as greater case o f  trans- 
portation in stimulating consumption \vas 
tlie siniult;ineous introduction of nen' wxys 
of broadcas t ing info r in ;i t io 11. consii nip t ic ) i i  

tlec :ide A i i i  e rica ns ~ v e  rc' tl ( )cki n g to t \\.en t y 
t hoii s;in d movi e t hca t c rs . 'Ien mill ion t i c  ) i n  es 

models. values, and styles. 13y the end of the 
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eiijoyed radios. The vast popularity of radio 
made people dependent on  the  same sources 
for their opinions, while the  speed o f  com- 
munication placed a premium on novelty for 
its own sake. With consolidation of national 
networks in New York, also the headquarters 
o f  most magazine publishers, Americans 
both urban and rural yielded, as a govern- 
ment report concluded, to “mass impres- 
sion” by “an all pervasive system o f  com- 
munication from which it is difficult to 
escape” “’--a system that lubricated the 
wheels of industry by persuading people 
to buy. 

The volume of advertising rose tremen- 
dously during the twenties. National periodi- 
cals ran about $25 million worth o f  ads in 
1915. Eight years later the annual volume 
\vas up  to S l O O  million, and in I929 it sur- 
passed $150 million.” A change in the nature 
of  advertising ~ v a s  also important in boosting 
consumption. Before I920 most ads simply 
announced ,availability of  a given product 
n i t h  certain characteristics. After 1920 the 
industry’s approach shifted to persuasion by 
appeal t o  irrational desires. Psychology, 
usually tliluted, transformed the  adman’s 
Lvorld view. Albert T. Poffenberger, a lec- 
turer on advertising psychology at the 
Columbia School o f  Business. advised basing 
ads o n  “the mechanism of  human behavior” 
in “its lo\vest terms.” An ad’s “appeal” should 
stimulate a “reflex response” by awakening 
;I “desire”-such as sex. success, domina- 
tion, o r  conformity-that could he  relieved 
through buying a given product.” A leading 
advertising executive, Earnest E l m o  Calkins, 
defended his profession against its frequent 
critics. Since advertising creates “a rapid 
interchange o f  commodities and money.” h e  
;irgued. it “brings lvithin 

prices the vast nunil 
h make life less difficult. smoother. 

more restful, more efficient, and more worth 
lvhile.” I n  many cases, he  observed, it 
“creates :I demand for things that lvere be- 
yond even the imagination o f  those ~ v h o  
~voi i ld  be most benefited b y  them.”’:’ 

As the  major conduit of  a consumption 
mystique derived from a faith in limitless 
technological progress, advertising naturally 
emphasized modernity. novelty. and change 
for its own sake. From modern art adver- 
tising executives sought ideas that \vould 
lend their illustrations a veneer o f  the  avant- 
garde, no  matter how drab the actual prod- 
ucts. During the  teens, autos often appeared 
in impressionist settings. The tlventies Lvit- 
nessed cubist illustrations, used most often 
in selling clothing, cosmetics, and jeLvelry. 
By popularizing startling forms o f  expression 
from the esoteric domain o f  high culture, 
advertising itself, as a visual medium, re- 
inforced a common perception of  rapid 
change. Along with the automobile. labor- 
saving appliances, radio. movies. and new 
consumption-orieited styles o f  dressing and 
living, advertising both expressed and 
stimulated mass realization that “the tempo 
o f  life is speeded.”“ 

Self-help manuals ministered to those 
trapped in older modes o f  action. Advertis- 
ing executive Robert R. Ilpdegraff included 
7he ,Veii~Aniericcin Tempo (1929)  in his 
“Little Library of Self-Starters.” On its yellow 
cover marched staccato m\vs of  blue chcck- 
marks, one  after the other, resembling 
stylized Lvings o r  abstractions of upwm-d 
business curves. Updcgraff aimed his pep talk 
at businessmen \vho Lvatched “the sales 
curve o f  this o r  that item o r  department 
slow 1 y - o r pe rh a ps abrupt 1 y - fla t t en i n g 
out” as a result o f  “business competition” o r  
“public indifference,” According t o  t’pde- 
graff. these luckless entrepreneurs suffered 
failure amidst prosperity because they had 
ignored America’s “corripletci chriiige it2 
tc.mpo”-includiiig such developments as 
buses, tabloids, air mail. refrigeration, pale 
ginger ale, traffic lights, public discussion of  
“personal hygiene.” four-wheel brakes. sky- 
scrapers. cooperative apartments, vending 
machines. Lvirephotos, o i l  heaters, and “the 
celerity with Lvhich the nation acccptcd 
halitosis, and four out o f  five o f  us embraccd 
the fear of pyorrhea.” I;’ 
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Faced with “the speed factor,” business- 
men could either wait for their products to 
become obsolete o r  else emulate “a new 
crop o f  business geniuses” who had “caught 
the new tempo, jumped in at the right time 
to capitalize [on]  the swing to color, the 
acceptance o f  radio, the short skirt, the  craze 
for speed, the lure o f  the  lurid in literature. 
the breaking down of prejudice against Sun- 
day amusements, the public’s discovery that 
it could have its 1940 luxuries today on  the 
installment plan.”“’ O n  the eve o f  the 
Depression. lipdegraffs upbeat tone implied 
that h e  expected the  future t o  bring ever 
wilder improvisations on  the  rhythms of the 
twenties. His underlying doubt,  however, 
was revealed by his concern for businessmen 
who  had failed in the  competition for the 
consumer’s dollar. Manufacturers began to 
realize the precarious balance o f  production 
and consumption. Sophisticated advertising 
alone n o  longer brought results. During the 
decade’s final years, coached by their adver- 
tising agencies, some manufacturers began 
to  restyle their products, making them more 
distinctive, modern, and competitive not 
only with similar goods but also with the  vast 
assemblage of consumer products. LJpdegraff 
advised businessmen to revise their products 
“to fit new needs o r  ideas.”” This new sales 
tactic soon brought a profession into being 
-industrial design. 

The Most  Expensive 
Art Lesson in History 

One of the  first t o  point out the importance 
o f  beauty o f  design in selling products-in 
this case automobiles-was advertising man 
Earnest Elmo Ca1kins.l’ An engaging figure 
who  championed in voluminous writings the  
highest business ethics and aspirations, he  
was born in 1868, grew u p  in Galesburg, 
Illinois, and attended Knox College. After 
working as a typesetter and trade editor, 
Calkins gravitated to  advertising, opening an 
agency in New York with Ralph Holden in 

1901. Calkins recognized that he  could make 
advertking more effective by improving its 
illustrations-iisually the crude line draTv- 
ings of  untrained hacks-and so emphasized 
development o f  an effective art department. 

.Modern Adrwtzsing the  revolutionary idea 
that advertising should provide more than 
“the printed announcement of  the merits of 
an article o r  an institution,” It should also 
act as a “subtle, indefinable. but powerfill 
force,” creating “a demand for a given article 
in the minds of  a great many people o r  
arous[ ing] the demand that is already there 
in latent Later describing how 
Calkins and Holden instituted this change, he  
emphasized the role o f  art. First, skilled illus- 
trators revealed the beauty o f  a product. 
More important, careful choice o f  style o f  
illustration provided “atmosphere.” Adapta- 
tion of the latest modes of the fine arts 
“afforded the  opportunity of  expressing the 
inexpressible, of  suggesting not s o  much a 
motor car as speed, not s o  much a gown as 
style, not s o  much a compact as beauty.”’” 
Repeatedly, Calkins argued that not only did 
truly artistic illustrations sell products, but 
by acting as “a humble picture gallery for 
millions who  never see the inside o f  an art 
museum,” advertising elevated the  taste of  
the masses, made ugly products unaccept- 
able, and produced demand for well- 
designed items.’’ In addition to satisfying 
manufacturers by boosting sales, advertising 
agencies also shared responsibility for refin- 
ing the material environment in which 
Americans lived and worked. 

A Calkins and Holden campaign con- 
ducted for Pierce-Arrow around I915 
marked one  of the  earliest attempts to  make 
beauty o f  design-rather than mechanical 
function-the significant factor in selling 
automobiles.22 According to  Calkins, the 
makers of the  Pierce-Arrow? a luxury car, had 
already recognized that “people n.ould 
demand finish, beauty and luxury” as soon 
;is automobiles became reasonably similar in 
cfficiency and performance. After hiring 

1905 he  suggested in his 



A Consumer Society and Its Discontents 11 

artists to design the Pierce-Arrow’s various 
bodies. the company turned to Calkins and 
Holden for an advertising campaign. The 
agency created a “class a tmosphere . .  . con- 
veyed . .  . not so much by what was actually 
said, as by lvhat it implied, and especially by 
the use o f  illustrations of superior quality 
reflecting the fashionable world in which the 
Pierce-Arrow Car lived, moved and had its 
being.” One  of  the ads w a s  framed by a dig- 
nified classical border engraved by Walter 
I h r w i n  Teague, a free-lance illustrator who 
had once worked in Calkins’s art department 
and later became a leading industrial de- 
signer. Within the frame ~vas  a vaguely im- 
pressionistic o i l  painting. In its background 
stood a chauffeured Great Arrow against a 
backdrop of gauzy spring greenery. In front 
stood t\vo well-dressed young women, one  
restraining a Doberman pinscher on a short 
leash. They appeared ready for  a short spin 
through idyllic lanes. The accompanying 
copy stated that the Pierce-Arrow had 
reached “the ultimate degree of motor car 
efticiency.” and its “new type of body” 
marked the end of  “the last traditions o f  
horse-drawm vehicles.” By its studied artistry, 
Calkins pointed out,  the  advertisement por- 
trayed an “atmosphere o f  luxury, comfort 
and smartness.” Making the same point 
verbally in the confines o f  a single page 
would have seemed vulgar by comparison. 

by Calkins and Holden could afford to be  
more explicit. Its double-edged title, “Lead- 
ers of Fashion,” both referred to the Pierce- 
Arrow line and flattered potential customers. 
According to its copy, the Pierce-Arrow was 
not only “a successful machine” but also “a 
successful work o f  art, in the  same way that 
a Sargent o r  a Saint Gaudens is a successful 
work of art.” It exemplified “beauty clothing 
utility.” Just as nature had covered the func- 
tional but ugly human skeleton with a body 
whose “graceful lines” suggest “strength, 
poise, endurance. speed, rest,” s o  had the 
Pierce-Arrow company covered with an 
aesthetically perfect body the “engine, trans- 

A three-page promotional folder prepared 

mission, clutch-all the nece 
efficient machines that make the  car what it 
is.” The copywriter concluded by repeating 
that the Pierce-Arrow’s body was “created 
out of its use and environment, created by 
artists.” 

o f  fine artwork in advertising illustration, it 
follows that h e  would be  among the  first t o  
think of  designing an automobile to sell 
primarily by aesthetic appeal. Actually, the 
Great Arrow pictured in Calkins’s advertise- 
ment did not differ much in appearance from 
one  manufactured ten years before. But his 
agency created an impression that the car’s 
body had been radically redesigned with 
beauty in mind. Implicit in the campaign was 
an operating philosophy later brought into 
the  open by such industrial designers as 
league. “Leaders of Fashion” stated that the 
Great Arrow’s body, like the streamlined 
housings o f  the thirties, covered a clutter o f  
mechanical parts that made sense only to a 
mechanic. Despite the assertion that the 
body was “created out o f  its use and environ- 
ment,” it did not strictly honor the  injunc- 
tion “form follows function.” The body did 
not express the obvious fiinction o f  the 
Great Arrow as a transportation machine. 
But it did, nevertheless, express an imugge of 
the auto’s function-an image presumed 
attractive to  potential upper-class customers. 
In the thirties designers sought to represent 
an image of  speed in their automobiles. In 
1915, however, the  image of the Pierce- 
Arrow was “class.” The Pierce-Arrow’s 
function was to provide its owner  with pres- 
tige, to put one  by association in a select 
group of  people who  could appreciate 
Sargent or Saint-Gaudens. In a general sense 
the function of the  Pierce-Arrow was to  get 
itself sold, and in that sense form did follow 
function. Later, industrial designer5 and their 
critics quibbled over whether such objects 
as a pencil sharpener that looked like the  
housing of an airplane motor exemplified 
functional design, but their problem con- 
cerned semantics. In 191 5 the important 

Given Calkins’s pioneering role in the use 

., 
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point was that a leading advertising agency 
wanted the automobile sold like clothing- 
on the basis of  style. Its design should exude 
the “atmosphere” of its advertising. I n  short, 
the automobile should become an advertise- 
ment for itself, 

Scripps-Booth, echoed these thoughts. 
Nothing then distinguished Stout from other 
designers. but he eventually won recogni- 
tion for the Ilnion Pacific’s first streamliner 
and for :i rear-engine auto shaped to counter- 
act crosswinds.”:’ Stating baldly ;IS early as 
1016 that “art is the science of eye-appeal,” 
Stout argued that “if one builds into a corn- 
niercial product an appeal to the eye. he 
establishes the first point o f  salesmanship, 
which is impression.” The public no longer 
perceived an automobile only as a transpor- 
tation machine but also as a reflection of its 
owner’s taste m d  personality. Manufacturers 
would have to incorporate style in their 
designs. Stout predicted that “the car o f  the 
future” ;.odd use “art lines to suggest the 
action of its mechanism.” Aesthetic princi- 
ples as rigorous as those of mechanical 
engineering would yield designs whose 
“appeal” derived from images of “speed, 
power, comfort, luxury, safety and econ- 
omy.” According to Stout, “the automobile 
for to-morrow” would be “the artist’s 
opportunity.” ”’ 

for a significant number of artists to enter 
the automobile industry. In 1927 the editor 
of Azrtonzotizx> Industries noted that only 
recently had designers trained in  art rather 
than engineering begun to enter b o d y  de- 
sign.’5 As long as the boxy Model  T remained 
king of the road, concern for appear:ince 
remained limited to luxury cars like Picrce- 
Arrow. Gradually. other ni;iniif;ictiirers, par- 
ticularly General Motors. turned to style in 
order to compete Lvith Ford. Fc\v people 
realized that the automobile industv \vas in  
trouble. Owing partiall!. to the lo\\. cost o f  
the Modcl ’1‘. the auto market ~ v a s  iipproacli- 
ing saturation. The yc;ir of peak increase i n  

William B. Stout. a body engineer for 

Despite Stout’s optimism it took ten years 

total number of cars registered had p;issed. 
In 1925, 24 percent more cars mere regis- 
tered than in  1922. By 1926 the annual in- 

tions in I927 exceeded the previous year’s 
by only 5 percent, while production actually 
fell-for the first time--by a fifth. More 
revealing. replacement purchases began to 
surpass first purchases.’” Used-car lots over- 
tlo\ved with Model Ts, competing i n  price 
with new ones, while replacement custoni- 
ers often chose :I higher-priced competitor 
for features not included on the Model T- 
longer wheelbase, standard transmission 
with hand shifting, six-cylinder engine. and 
a less functional. more stylish appearance. 

Galvanized by the s ~ ~ c c e s s  of the stylish 
but inexpensive 1025 Chevrolet. General 
Motors’ president. Alfred P. Sloan. Jr.. began 
experimenting nit11 styling throughout the 
firm’s line. Du Pont’s synthetic lacquers, 
introduced in  1924, made color choice im- 
portant to the customer and focused atten- 
tion on body design. H. Lcdyard Toxvlc. a Ghl 
color consultant. boasted that he could 
“make a stubhy car look longer and lo\vcr” 
through studied use of color.’i but inevitably 
someone realized that body design itself 
could produce the effect more convincingly. 
Early in  1926 S l o m  hired Harley 1. Earl a\va!. 
from a Los Aiigeles custom-body shop. After 
arriving in Detroit as a consult;int to the 
(:adillac division. Earl created the 192- La 
S a l k  “with a new concept in  mind: that o f  
unifjing the various parts of the car from the 
standpoint of appearance. o f  rounding off 
sharp corners. and of lowwing the silhou- 
ette.” The result, ‘‘21 production ;iutomobile 
that ~ v a s  ;IS beautiful as  the custom cars of 
the period,” won Earl an appointment as 
director of a new Art and Color Section Lvith 
ten designers and fort!. other emplo).ees.’~ 
N o  longer assigned to a single division. kirl 
and his ;issoci;ites contributed ideas for the 
complete Gener;il Motors line. 

Although Ghl’s production engineers :ind 
s;iIes managers resisted Art and Color. S l o m  
kept his bab!. alive until i t  hati proved itself. 

crease had dropped to 10 percent. Re&,’ ’lstra- 
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In a letter of  July 8, 1926, to Buick’s general 
manager. Sloan argued that design for ap- 
pearance would have “a tremendous in- 
fluence on [ GM’s] h t u r e  prosperity.” “Are 
we,” h e  asked, “as advanced from the stand- 
point o f  beauty of design, harmony of lines, 
attractiveness o f  color schemes and general 
contour of  the whole piece of apparatus as 
w e  are in the  soundness o f  mw-kniansliip and 
the othcr elements of a more mechanical 
nature?” ”’ Repeating these themes in letters 
Lvritten in September 1927 to the Fisher 
brothers, \vho directed GM’s body division 
and \vouIci be involved in retooling, Sloan 
boosted st!,ling as the bva!. to niakc thcir 
autos “different from competition” and “dif- 
ferent from each other and different from 
year to year.”:”’ These letters marked the be- 
ginning of  a policy o f  annual model changes 
based on  elements of visual design. Planned 
obsolescence, orchestrated by style changes 
rather than technological innovations, be- 
came a mainstay o f  the entire automobile 

the facts of  life in a saturated 
market reached executive board rooms. 

Sloan’s innovations did not provide the  
most dramatic cxample of  the imperatives of  
restyling. While lie w a s  formulating GM’s 
ne\v inarkctiiig principles, Henry Ford 
Lvrestled with his new Model A, intended to  
r ephce  the car h e  had thought woiild last 
forever. Hy 192t IoLv-priced competitors 
had mxic noticeable inroads on  Model ’I’ 
salcs. Ford had once supposedly said, “They 
c;in liavc ;in)’ color the). \vant s o  long as  it’s 
black,” : $ I  but after GM introduced colors in 
1924, s o  did Ford the next year. Even that 
gesture did not  endear the Model ’I to Amer- 
ican ~ m n e i i ,  w h o  Lvere driving more aiid in- 
sisting on Etsliionable cars. Fin;illy submitting 
t o  the insistence of his son Edsel, Ford halted 
production o f  the Model T on May 26, 1927; 
by  then. fifteen million had come off the 
asscnibly line. After months o f  Lvork and an 
$18 million retooling effort, Ford produced 
thc tirst Moclel A on October 21, and the 
hnic ric x i  public 1q.s t e ricall y g r w  t cd its 
piibIic displa). in I)eccmbcr.~”~ 

.3. Ford Mociel A phrretoii, 1928. Courtesy oj 
hutomobilc Quarterl) Magazine. 

W’ith the new model Ford met his chal- 
lengers technically, while maintaining an 
edge in pricing. More important, perhaps, its 
lower road clearance and longer wheelbase 
combined with a choice o f  seven body styles 
and eight colors to bring it in line with fash- 
ionable competitors. But a comparison o f  the 
Model A with the later Model T reveals that 
design changes were not radical (see  figures 
2 and 3 1. Door panel moldings disappeared. 
Shiny bumpers- two flat parallel strips of 
chronic-plated steel-appeared. The top  
edge of  the radiator frame curved dowm on  
each side to a point at the  center instead o f  
cutting straight across. Finally, although the 
joint line bet\veeii the body and the hood 
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flared forward as it cut down to the mud 
panel, the rounding effect on the hood em- 
phasized its separation from the body- 
when other automakers already stressed 
horizontal continuity of line. Even Edsel 
Ford admitted there was “nothing radical 
about the new car.’””’ But the  Model A Z ~ J U S  

radical because Henry Ford made it. A crusty 
self-made inventor who had aimed at func- 
tional efficiency and economy in his ma- 
chines, Ford had to give up  an earlier com- 
ment that h e  would not “give five cents for 
all the  art the world has produced.” Instead. 
he  parroted a public relations man by stating 
that “the new Ford has exceptional beauty of 
line and color because beauty of line and 
color has come to be considered, and 1 think 
rightly, a necessity in a motor car today.’”j4 

Shortly after the Model As introduction, 
a meeting o f  the Society of Automotive En- 
gineers entertained remarks from the  sales 
promotion director of Cheney Brothers, a 
textile firm. Revealing “the secret o f  fashion 
and art app& in the  automobile,” h e  warned 
them that automakers could satis+ demands 
generated by changing patterns of living only 
by ca reh l  analysis of  style trends in all 
industries. Customers now assumed that all 
makes of  cars had reached a common level 
o f  mechanical etticiency. They were  shop- 
ping for models that expressed their own 
moods and aspirations by providing “in- 
dividuality.” Auto manufacturers could no 
longer expect to initiate trends. They could 
only follow them.:’.’ They would have to keep 
in mind Henry Ford if they wanted to 
succeed. 

A few years into the Depression more than 
a hundred manufacturers, businessmen, and 
advertising men answered a questionnaire 
concerning the relevance o f  art to business. 
Two-thirds singled out the replacement o f  
the Model ‘I  by the Model A in 1927 as an 
example o f  a manufacturer forced to resort 
to “beauty” to keep 111) with the  modern 
tempo demanded b y  Henry 
Ford, whose introduction o f  the assembly 
line shaped the prosperity o f  the twenties, 

had been dragged into a world he  could n o  
longer understand. His experience, de- 
scribed by one observer as “the most expen- 
sive art lesson in history,”:” served notice on 
other manufacturers that they could ignore 
demands for novelty only at their peril. The 
example o f  the  Model A was significant not 
because the  design was innovative but 
because it was not. The sight of an industrial 
giant forced to  fight to  keep u p  with more 
alert competitors proved instructive to  
lesser but equally bedeviled businessmen. 

The Cash Value of Art in Industry 

Even before the  Depression, in the recession 
o f  1927. businessmen had realized, as one  
phrased it. that “we can produce more than 
our  people can use.”:” But fen. were as 
rational as Sloan in turning to product re- 
design. It is often argued that GM’s annual 
model changes revealed cold-blooded 
manipulation of the public. Actually, styling 
resulted from a symbiotic relationship 
between business and consumers. Rather 
than manipulating the public, many manu- 
facturers were  trying to  catch u p  with de- 
mands for novelty. One study of  art in indus- 
try concluded that businessmen and design- 
ers “are not trying to force new standards 
on  the consumer but are engaged in a rather 
frantic effort to ascertain what the consumer 
wants.” The public was “setting the pace.”:’9 
If the  business sector later grew proficient in 
manipulating style trends, consumers in part 
brought the curse of planned obsolescence 
down on themselves. 

Businessmen rarely agreed on  how to in- 
troduce beauty into their products, but most 
recognized the factors that made the  public 
demand it. According to one  analysis, art 
education, sophisticated advertising, and 
increases in the  standard o f  living and in lei- 
sure time had produced “a revolt against the 
cultural poverty kvhich has marked American 
life.””’ Another observer stated that Ameri- 
cans were renouncing a traditional “art in- 



feriority complex” as American civilization 
matured. Since most people were no longer 
working only for basic necessities, they now 
turned to  cultural concerns. More to the  
point, the American woman had become 
“the great national purchasing agent.” 
Directly involved in selecting 98 percent o f  
all consumer goods. she applied considera- 
tions of beauty previously reserved for 
clothing and accessories.“ The principle of 
the “ensemble”-of harmonizing different 
articles of  dress-began to spread from 
fashion to  more conservative industries as 
women sought to  coordinate elements o f  
their homes. hnswwing demand, for ex- 
ample, the Ruberoid Company offered roof- 
ing materials in a hundred designs and 
colors. and other businesses provided towels 
and soaps to match the new colored bath- 
room fixtures.12 

For a while color seemed to  answer the 
demand for beauty. Once it was introduced 
by the auto jndustry, other manuf.1 cturcrs . 
sought to stimulate sales in the same way. 
A change in finishes did not require ex - 
pensive retooling. In addition, by offering a 
single product in various colors, a manufac- 
turer created a whole line o f  products and 
gave consumers opportunity to exercise 
choice without resorting to products o f  
competitors. Around 1926 the market was 
tlooded with colorful products- purple 
bathroom fixtures, red cookware, yellow and 
blue gasolines, bright plastic handles on 
appliances, and enameled furniture. “The 
Anglo-Saxon is released from chromatic 
inhibitions,” proclaimed a headline in 
Forturi e while the more mundane Plastics 
cincl ,2llolrietl Products asserted merely that 
“color sells!” x’ 

Not all businessmen found a pot o f  gold at 
the end of the rainbow. Addressing an Ameri- 
can Management Association convention, a 
Smith and Corona executive boasted that 
typewriters with color finishes made up  
three-fourths of  sales only three years after 
their introduction in 1926.“ But he  did not 
reveal color’s impact on sales as a whole. 
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It was true that “style, art and color” had 
“played a very important role in the mer- 
chandising of Corona typewriters,” but com- 
petitors also turned to bright finishes. Once 
consumers embraced new synthetic finishes 
and plastics, color’s role was purely negative. 
Without color a company would go under. 
With it one  would survive with the rest o f  
the pack. As promising as the  color boom 
seemed at first, it merely complicated mat- 
ters by making color a necessity and further 
fueling the public’s demand for novelty. 

American businessmen had difficulty re- 
sponding to short-term fads. The opening of  
Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922 sparked a 
clamor for jewelry and clothing with Egyp- 
tian motifs. By the time a fashion designer 
sent to Egypt by Cheney Brothers had 
returned, the  fad was American 
manufacturers felt victimized by a mer- 
chandising system that worked well with un- 
changing staples but proved inadequate for 
coping with the tempo o f  the twenties. In 
general, manufacturers had n o  direct outlet 
t o  the public. They relied on  merchants \vho 
carried multiple lines of the same kinds o f  
goods and shifted from one  supplier to  an- 
other as the  market demanded. When buying 
habits began to change early in the decade. 
larger firms invested in national advertising 
to  stimulate habitual demand for their 
brands. Often such advertising merely 
boosted demand for a general type of mer- 
chandise without tying it t o  a specific brand. 
Merchants. especially large department 
stores, were  in direct contact with con- 
sumers, knew what was selling, and could 
find somewhere a manufacturer to supply a 
given color o r  style in immediate response 
to  demand. Manufacturers, on  the other 
hand, had no way of predicting popular 
response to  their current designs. Victimized 
by a time-lag of anywhere from several 
months to a year, depending on  the industry, 
they relied on  vague guesses. At times they 
were  bitter on the subject.“ 

actively inciting consumers to  desire novel- 
Department stores made matters worse b y  
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ty. Since manufacturers took the risks, mer- 
chants could only benefit by increasing the  
turnover of goods in their stores. Led by 
N e w  York trend-setters, the nation’s dcpart- 
ment stores attempted to make styles change 
more frequently. Adam Girnbel. the polo- 
playing director of Saks Fifth Avenue, re- 
turned home in 1925 from the Exposition 
Internationale des Arts Dtcoratifs et  Indus- 
triels iModernes in Paris and immediately 
introduced its “new modernistic d6cor” in 
his store’s show windo\vs and interiors.“ 
Lord and ’I‘aylor and Franklin Simon followed 
suit. Early in 1927 Ma provided fashion- 
hunters with an Art-in-Trade Exposition, 
a “modernistic” extravaganza o f  foreign and 
domestic hrnishings that attracted thou- 
sands o f  visitors and won praise from Kobert 
F’. d e  Forest, president o f  the Metropolitan 
Museum o f  Art’s board of trustees. Depart- 
ment stores, h e  asserted, possess “a potential 
leadership o f  the utmost importance in 
guiding and moulding public taste and in 
iniproi,ing the standards o f  design.”“ J. H. 
Fairclough, Jr., o f  Boston’s Jordan Marsh fur- 
thered the argument by claiming that 
“department stores are the museums of 
today” because they “reflect good taste and 
act as a great educating force in the coni- 
niunity.” ’’ Looking back in 1933, a member 
o f  Herbert Hoover’s Kesearch Committee on 
Social Trends concluded that “the aesthetic 
influence of  the department store” had led 
consumers to a concern for taste in their 
purchases.”” Clever publicity contributed 
to the mystique o f  the department store, but 
manufacturers definitely felt threatened by 
an institution that was popularizing “jazzy” 
foreign imports and thus overturning once 
solid public preferences. IManufacturer and 
merchandiser did not see eye to eye in the 
matter of  styling. 

ers. William L. Day discussed the “new 
quandary” of  “vogue and volume” in the  J. 
Walter Thompson Agen house organ. H e  
began by praising manufacturers for provid- 
ing Americans with mass luxuries recently 

Advertising men tended t o  side with retail- 

undreamed of, for channeling unskilled labor 
into vast productive enterprises, atid for uni- 
fying the nation by standardizing living 
habits. Rut despite these benefits o f  mass 
production, the industrial system yielded 
poor results “because of  blind devotion t o  
engineering efficiency. disregard o f  beauty, 
neglect of the human whims o f  the public, 
and disregard o f  those vogues which, like the 
impulse to migrate in primitive peoples. 
sweep the public away from the too efficient, 
too mechanical ideal set for them by niass- 
production.” I n  striving for “volume.” inmu-  
facturers had ignored “vogue,” defined by 
Day as “an ;ippeal to ;in ideal of  beauty-or 
what passes for beauty--\vhich happens to  
he current.” Advertising, Lvhicli for years had 
supported inass production, n o  longer could 
“shoulder the burden of its ignor;inw o f  
style .” To solve t liei r probl e ni s inan ukic t 11 r- 
ers w m ~ l d  have to consult closcl>. mith re- 
tailers “in determining the character of  the 
product.””‘ American industry could no 
longer sustain an economy based solely on 
standardized mass production but n.otild 
have to budget the cost o f  continual rctool- 
iiig for stylistic obsolescence. 

Gradually, manufacturers realized that 
guesswwrk ~voti ld not cnablc them t o  meet 
the public’s demand for changes i n  s t l le.  ‘lo 
put product redesign on ;I more rational 
basis. they began borrowing techniques from 
their uncertain friends. the department stores. 
Retail executives routinely monitored chang- 
ing buying habits by keeping records o f  sales 
and conducting market surveys to determine 
what consumers wanted. Manufacturers too 
began gathering statistics and interviewing 
consumers in order to forecast style trends. 
Some hoped to reach “beyond mere fore- 
casting of  style and fashion trends to the 
point of planned, thorough control of this 
aspect o f  modern business.” Style was too 
crucial to “be allowed to drift lvith the wind.” 
Instead, it “must be understood, steered and 
controlled.” .>’’ A fe\v executives developed 
supposedly scientific formulas for meeting if 
not controlling trends. Henry Creange’s 



widely used “three-phase system” specified 
a third o f  a company’s annual output as 
novelties, a third as successful designs from 
the previous year, and a third as staples 
recognized throughout an industry.”:’ De- 
spite interest in statistics and formulas, h o w  
ever, another department store innovation 
had more impact o n  manufacturers. To gain 
an intuitive reading o f  the public mind, re- 
tail executives had created the position of 
“stylist.” 

A department store stylist o f  the twenties 
engaged in little actual design work.;” The 
position entailed monitoring style trends in 
all consumer industries and bringing a de- 
partment store’s offerings in line with those 
trends. According to h v i n  D. \\’olf o f  Pitts- 
burgh’s Kaufmann storcs. thc  stylist’s job \vas 
“to l ook  at our  merchandise through the 
eyes o f  our better educated, cultivated clicii- 
tcle.” Sources o f  information inclutlccl inter- 
vie\vs with shoppers, fiishionable magazines, 
and niuseu,m exhibits (in addition to salcs 
statistics ). After determining design trends 
that Lvere expected to sell. the stylist pro- 
vided the store’s Mholesalc buyers guide- 
lines for purchasing and its salesclerks sug- 
gestions for presenting new items to the  
public.”” ]ohn  E. Alcott o f  Jordan Marsh, Lvho 
defined his occupation as “the interpretation 
o f  a mode o f  living,” advised fellow stylists 
t o  study all conceivable forces impinging on 
consumers in order to derive ;I sense o f  the 
public’s general mood. Wolf thought stylists 
should exert pressure on manufacturers 
through the agency o f  buyers, but hlcott 
suggested exerting direct prcssure on a sup- 
plier’s o M m  designers:-”’ If a manufacturer 
mxnted to ensure sales o f  his product, he 
co~ i ld  simply order his designers t o  cooper- 
ate with a department store stylist. who 
wwiild in turn direct Lvholcsale buyers to 
purchase from the firm. 

Before the appearance o f  department 
store stylists, most products wwe designed 
by engineering o r  art clepartmcnts main- 
t a i 11 ccl by man 11 fac t 11 re rs . Tenipor;iry c ( ) 11 - 
siiltants \ v e x  unkno\vn. Hut inanufiictiirers 
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began to see advantages in seeking outside 
help. Since the  public demanded novelty, 
product design demanded an originality not 
always found in employees \Tho had spent 
fifteen years learning the traditions of an 
industry. And because department store 
stylists \vere experts on  style trends in 
general. manufacturers began turning to 
them for direct application o f  the current 
mode. Charles Cannon, for example. hired 
Virginia Hamill, a stylist who  had Lvorked for 
$lacy’s, t o  apply “the new gospel o f  line and 
color” t o  his company’s to\vels:-” 

fiacturers like Cannon, in the  final ycars of the 
decade others began to consult outsiders for 
help in refurbishing old products o r  creating 
iielv ones. In 1929 more than tive hundred 
businessmen applied to the Nc\v York Art 
Center for “artists \vho could st),lizc their 
products.” ;” Prompted 1~ ) .  increased compe- 
tition in a saturated market, shocked b y  the 
example of  Henry Ford. mid both led and 
pushed by advertising agents and retailers. 
American businessmen seemed ready to piit 
their faith in “the cash value o f  art in indus- 
try,” .-,$I A few complained about putting their 
protits at the  mercy o f  long-haired dreamers. 
Others proclaimed styling a panacea. N o n e  

Stimulated by the  succ 

knew \v11at t o  expect. 
Ecl~i;iIIy ;it sea Lvcrc the commercial artists 

\vho ans\vered the call o f  business by txconi-  
ing industrial dcsigncrs. \\‘hat began as  de- 
signing a c;inicr;i o r  a fountain pcn i n  spare 
time often miishroomed into ;I n e ~ v  career. 
Only one  prophet s a w  \vh;it lay ahead for this 
new breed o f  commercial artist. \Y’riting i n  
the At/citi t ic of  August 1927, adman Earnest 
Elmo Calkins prcdicted that giant corpora- 
tions like lrnited States Steel ;ind the  Penn- 
sylvania Railroad m~)ii ld soon “have art ciircc- 
tors \\.hose lvork Lvill be t o  style the  prod- 
ucts o f  these concerns in the aesthetic spirit 
o f  the age.” s o  ;IS to express “the beauty that 
already exists in the industrial wwrlcl around 
iis.” Although he recognized that “the desire 
t o  sell” motivated biisinessmcn to turn t o  
artists, he  hc )ped t 1i:i t l,u s i ncss \v() LI Id ti )s t e r 
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an aesthetic renewal of the American envi- 
ronment. Released from the whimsical sup- 
port of museums and private collectors, 
artists would again have true patrons as they 
had in medieval Europe. Business, the most 
powerful force in modern civilization, would 
stimulate production o f  art as inspiring as 
medieval cathedrals-and more meaningful 
to modern men and women. According to 
Calkins, Americans were “on the threshold 
of  creating a new world on top of our 
modern industrial efficiency, a world in 
which it is possible through the much criti- 
cized machines t o  replace the beauty that 
the machines originally displaced.” ”) 

Whether industrial designers could succeed 
at such a massive reforipation of the environ- 
ment would depend not only on the dictates 
of business but also on their own training 
and aspirations. Most of them began by pro- 
fessing ideals similar to those of  Calkins but 
became tangled in compromises as they 
tried to reconcile art with business and 
beauty with profits. Their solutions to this 
dilemma had a crucial impact on the Ameri- 
can scene, and in more complex \ lays  than 
Calkins foresaw. 
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