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Introduction

This issue of the journal presents a range of articles representing 
design history, theory, and criticism. We hope that the reader is 
struck by the interdependence, rather than the isolation, of these 
major modes of inquiry in design research. History, the theory of 
history, the history of theory, the history of practice and theory in 
conflict and cooperation, theory of practice, and the critical investi-
gation and reporting of contemporary practice—these are the inter-
play of past, present and future that one typically finds in Design 
Issues.  However, we hope that readers will also begin to reflect on 
the genres of writing that characterize design research. The genres 
are becoming clearer today as more and more examples of excel-
lent research are published. We believe that better understanding 
of the rhetoric of research will lead to greater quality of work in the 
design research community. There is a pattern of inquiry that shapes 
design research, and there are several forms in which that research 
is presented to readers. We believe that Design Issues is one of the 
best places to see that pattern and the forms of expression as they 
are emerging.

We begin with an article by Carma R. Gorman on a neglected 
topic of design history, the role of industrial design during World 
War II and the subsequent effect of wartime experiences on the 
development of a career in industrial design. The subject is Henry P. 
Glass, an Austrian-American industrial designer who came to New 
York in 1939 and worked in Chicago during the war years. Gorman 
traces the career of Glass and his activities during World War II.  
Then, she explores the directions of his work following the war, 
discussing the principles that emerged in the war years and guided 
his career in the following decades.

If the period following World War II represented a resurgence 
of design in the United States, the same period in India saw the 
establishment of design as a modern discipline directed toward the 
advancement of a new nation. The interplay of Western and Indian 
concepts of design and history is the subject of H. Kumar Vyas’s arti-
cle, “Design History: An Alternative Approach.” Drawing on ancient, 
traditional concepts of “kalaa” and “itihas” as well as the concept of 
“types” from Siegfried Gideon’s Mechanization Takes Command, Vyas 
presents an interesting account of the teaching of design history at 
the National Institute of Design in Ahmedabad. This article suggests 
the subtle interplay of dialectic and design science that one often 
finds in Indian design thinking.

© 2006 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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The theme of postwar design thinking continues in the next 
article by Barbara Predan on design theory in Slovenia. The account 
begins in 1951 with the first publication of the journal Arhitekt and 
continues through the 1990s, presenting the interplay of ideas from 
designers such as Papanek and Sottsass and from a wide variety of 
Slovenian writers and designers from the former Yugoslavia. The 
article is important on a variety of levels, not least of which is the 
subtle insight it gives into the emerging Europe of today, where the 
division between Western and Central Europe that dominated post-
war thinking is giving way to a common enterprise.

The theme of history and theory continues in Roxane Jubert’s 
“Typography and Graphic Design,” discussing the conflicted recep-
tion of Bauhaus typography in France. Jubert argues that France 
“largely avoided the graphic design revolution, the new typog-
raphy movement, and the Bauhaus experiments,” and she inves-
tigates why. Her account of the interplay—and, often, the lack of 
interplay—between French graphic designers and typographers and 
their counterparts in Germany (and other countries) offers insight 
into the French tradition of graphic design.

While several articles in this issue of the journal deal with 
design history and theory, we also have two articles that shift atten-
tion toward contemporary design practice in unusual and neglected 
areas. In “Design, Poverty, and Sustainable Development,” Angharad 
Thomas discusses designing for the alleviation of poverty, particu-
larly in the southern hemisphere. She presents a variety of design 
interventions that have taken place and discusses their contribution 
to the reduction of poverty and support of sustainable development 
in countries such as Brazil. The article helps to raise awareness of the 
potential of design to effect change, and it is important both for the 
professional design community as well as for students of design who 
seek an alternative to conventional commercial production.

Finally, we present a personal report and reflection by David 
Stairs on his experience at the 2005 ICSID (International Council 
of Societies of Industrial Design) Interdesign, held in Rustenburg, 
South Africa. He discusses both the 2005 ICSID Interdesign and the 
ICSID Interdesign concept in general. It is a literate, amusing, and 
insightful story of design in unusual circumstances. The  accompa-
nying photo graphs and sketches add a further quality that supports 
the text quite well.

Design Issues is primarily a forum for the presentation of 
writing about design, but from time to time we also offer visual 
essays that explore the human and natural environment. In this 
issue, we are pleased to present a visual essay by the Venezuelan 
designer Álvaro Sotillo, best known for his book designs. We con-
clude with a book review by Matthew Soar, who writes about Metro 
Letters: A Typeface for the Twin Cities, edited by Deborah Littlejohn 
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and pub lished by the University of Minnesota’s Design Institute. 
The book presents the story of a competition to design a typeface 
for Minneapolis and St. Paul, the Twin Cities of the great northern 
plains of the United States.

Bruce Brown
Richard Buchanan
Dennis Doordan
Victor Margolin
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Design History: 
An Alternative Approach 
H. Kumar Vyas

Part 1: Concepts of Modern Design and Design Education in a 
Newborn Nation with an Ancient Culture.
At the outset, let me say that what follows is based entirely on my 
personal teaching experience at the National Institute of Design 
(NID) in Ahmedabad since its founding in 1962. Its unusual but 
clear mandate was to equip young aspirants with design knowl-
edge, skills, and attitudes to address design problems of a newly 
independent nation whose lifestyle still drew substantially from 
ancient cultural traditions. 

Besides responsibility for a faculty-training program in indus-
trial design, I was entrusted with the task of formulating curriculum 
and course content for the proposed Professional Education Program 
at the undergraduate level. I became interested in design history, and 
discussions with my colleagues invariably centered on two obvious 
points. First, what the history of design meant in the Indian context 
in general and with respect to the NID education in particular. 
Second, if there was to be a course in design history, how should 
it be taught, since the new institute was dedicated to new forms of 
teaching and learning, where teachers created an ambience in which 
learning took place? 

Two developments: Chandigarh as the new capital of Punjab 
when international modern design arrived in 1952 in the form of Le 
Corbusier and associates; and the NID, where design education was 
established based on the proposal by Charles and Ray Eames,1 even-
tually helped define modern design in the Indian context. These are 
only two of many links in a long chain of transition that began with 
India’s independence in 1947, and her resolve to catch up with the 
rest of the world and to usher in modernity in the best sense of the 
word. There is an inescapable parallel between two kinds of super-
impositions that took place at the same historical time: the imminent 
mechanization of carefully chosen craft production methods that 
must function smoothly along with their traditional counterparts, 
and the concept of modern design introduced with the clear objective 
of coexisting with traditional design ethos and idioms.2

Part 2: Design and History: A Search for Equivalence 
The concept of coexistence warrants further evidence. On the one 
side, we have the idealism and conventions of practice and learn-

1 Charles and Ray Eames, The India Report 
(Ahmedabad: National Institute of 
Design, 1997).

2 See S. Balaram, “Design Pedagogy in 
India: A Perspective,” Design Issues 21:4 
(Autumn) 2005: 11.

© 2006 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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ing ascribed to modern design since the beginning of the twentieth 
century. On the other, we have the design ethos and idioms that have 
been a part of a tradition at least three millennia old.3 What must 
not be overlooked here is the fact that the ethos and idioms, unlike 
their counterparts in Europe and many other parts of the world, still 
are alive today, and they have functioned all along with the inevi-
table processes of industrialization. Though mechanized industrial 
production at a very rudimentary level first appeared in India in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, it accelerated at an exponential 
rate immediately after Independence.

The traditional design thinking is rooted in a concept of kalaa,4 
which suggests a unity among all human arts, skills, sciences, and 
techniques. It is known that the last of the four Vedas, the Atharva, 
has as its more worldly, even scientific, appendage a treatise on 
sthapatya,5 meaning the science of construction. The treatise discusses 
developments of objects, built spaces, and images using different 
materials and methods. This is the very first and obvious source 
for kalaa. This concept of kalaa, with its sense of universality and 
integration, lasted until the European concepts of art and craft as 
two separate entities were brought to India when the British set up 
their arts and crafts schools complete with the ongoing debate on the 
“fine” arts and crafts, and the craft object vis-à-vis the machine-made 
object. All this diminished the original meaning of kalaa, since most 
people now use it to mean only plastic arts. 

Given this experience, can the way one searched for an 
Indian equivalence to the concept of design also work for history? 
Examined with enough care and patience, one senses the existence 
of a peculiarly Indian historical perception, though not immediately 
obvious nor even relevant. The reason is simple. By now, “modern” 
Indian historians have comfortably and almost totally adopted the 
European concepts and practices of history and historiography. Yet 
buried not so deep under the Indian psyche, there is a perception 
of history with hardly a parallel in other cultures. Today, the Indian 
word (of Sanskrit origin) regularly employed to translate the concept 
of history is itihas, which goes all the way back to the great Indian 
epics. It generally is believed that the essential history, or itihasa,6 is 
the contents of the two most popular epics: the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata. 

Even today, the lives of the majority of Indians are directly—
or indirectly, depending on the degree of urbanization—influenced 
by the contents of these two epics. Both essentially profess one thing: 
dharma, which means living one’s worldly life in accordance with 
the cosmic order. Living in this country, one always is aware of a 
subconscious yet universal feeling that says itihasas, more than cold 
records of the past, have a better and more relevant role to play, 
that of helping an individual and the society toward this very goal. 
Hence, it has always proved a meaningless exercise to debate the 
authenticity and chronology of events recorded in the itihasas. On 

3 See Lalit Kumar Das, “Culture as 
Designer,” Design Issue, 21:4 (Autumn 
2005) for further discussion of cultural 
traditions.

4 H. Kumar Vyas, Design the Indian Context 
(Ahmedabad: National Institute of 
Design, 2000), 36–38 also for comparison 
between the concepts of kalaa and the 
European concept of art.

5 R. S. Nathan, Our Heritage, Book II 
(Calcutta: Chinmaya Mission, 1979), 23, 
chart IV. 

6 Ibid., 13–15.
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the other hand, there has always been recorded evidence from the 
post-epic periods that people keep referring to. But it did not seem 
important, and therefore was not preserved as meticulously as it was 
in European or Chinese culture.

Here is a rather audacious question: with the concepts of 
kalaa  and itihasa juxtaposed, respectively, with those of design and 
history, can any kind of design history in the Indian context afford 
to ignore them entirely? The question sounds more audacious when 
one knows that both academic and design learning in modern India 
hardly ever takes notice of these two.

Part 3: Design History also Explores the Historical Basis of the 
Design Process
A digression is necessary here in order to appreciate an aspect of 
design history that can only be described as universal. How would 
the history of design be perceived from the vantage point of the 
history of humankind? This way would not allow design history 
to confine itself in the cocoon of modernity and the modern move-
ment.

Imagine backward time travel in the spirit of enquiry to bring 
us face to face with our primordial ancestor. Arguably, the history of 
design has its roots in the history of human needs, possibly as ancient 
as the primeval needs that caused the newly evolved Homo sapiens 
to innovate the basic tool and the basic language. “Structured” 
spoken language is a powerful means of communication and 
“structured” shelter possibly soon followed. These events celebrate 
the birth of a unique human faculty of innovation for survival. As 
the story of humankind goes, thus began a chain of innovations that 
led to an important historical process: that of modifying the natural 
environment to create what we now call the manmade environment, 
eventually acting as a counterpoint to nature. 

Forward time travel would bring us to a point in history some 
ten thousand years ago when human beings, following the develop-
ment of agriculture, decided to stay put. The multiplicity of human 
settlements that followed carried seeds that later flowered in several 
great civilizations on earth: the built spaces and object systems, 
means of transportation and production, languages, scripts, signs, 
and symbol systems. All these inform us of the very same primordial 
instinct, survival of the human species through innovation, with the 
added imperatives of perpetuation and prosperity of the species.

If we accept the premise that this instinct of survival through 
innovation has an analogical relationship with the concepts and 
concerns associated with modern design, then the process by which 
those devices helped define manmade environments throughout the 
great civilization was a design process in its own right. Every solu-
tion that evolved did so over a period of extended time. Therefore, 
we would be justified in calling it an evolved design process.7 7 Vyas, Design the Indian Context, 22–24.
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Precisely because of the extended time frame involved, 
this design process naturally can not be perceived in any separate, 
well-defined stages. However, at any given point in human history, 
examining any of the devices is bound to tell us a similar “design 
story,” providing the right questions are asked—such as the kind of 
questions the Eameses asked in the “India Report” to illustrate the 
process of designing the ubiquitous Indian pot-form, the Lota.8 

There still are three more reasons for the “unstructured” 
quality of the evolved design process. Protracted over a consider-
able length of time, it also is an organic process seldom employed 
self-consciously. This makes it impossible to learn in a structured 
educational environment, except within the time-tested ambience 
of master and disciple interaction. Last and most important, it is the 
result of a collective contribution by many anonymous designers 
representing several generations.

For these reasons, the design solution would involuntarily 
accumulate the aspirations and concerns of each generation which, 
in turn, would be most sensitively expressed in the very multiplic-
ity of functions—physical, psychological, socio-cultural, and even 
spiritual. Undoubtedly, it is the evolved design process that has been 
speaking to us all these years through the best craft work in all parts 
of the world. One sees it at work even now as a disguised legacy of 
kalaa  in all craft production situations in India and in several other 
countries where the age-old craft traditions are still alive.

Our acquaintance with the evolved design process cannot 
be complete without contrasting it with the now familiar, yet 
comparatively new, process consciously employed by the modern 
practitioners of design. I would call the latter the learned design 
process9 because it is self-consciously acquired by an individual 
design aspirant within a well-defined time frame. The nature of 
the learned process is such that, whenever employed, it has to be 
deliberate and methodical and, unlike the evolved process that may 
straddle generations, it is time-telescoped and encapsulated. For 
obvious reasons, it abhors anonymity.

The conclusion here is simple. The history of design cannot 
afford to exclude as an integral part the history of the design 
process. 

Part 4: Learning Design History: An Unconventional Approach
A conventional course in design history is, by necessity, a linear 
chronological account of design styles, movements, and schools of 
thought exemplified by the works of design personalities throughout 
the ages. One would not expect such a course to discuss design-
ers’ problem-solving processes and their historical development 
as discussed above. Nor would it dwell upon the history of design 
education and pedagogy, such issues being thought too specialist, 
and thus often left out.

8 Eames, The India Report, 4–5.
9 Vyas, Design the Indian Context, 22–24.
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I hasten to clarify that I am not ruling out the obvious merits 
of the conventional method of learning design history. I am quite 
conscious that a chronological account of design events and design-
ers’ works is a very good way of putting developments of such 
nature in their temporal perspective. But I contend it is possible to 
learn design history at two levels, that is, in two sequential phases. 
What I find missing is the first phase, which should help explore the 
topics mentioned above. But more important, this approach promises 
to be a vehicle for a discussion of the historical imperatives specific to 
the design idioms and ethos of a particular culture or community. 

The learning method that can be employed with advantage 
for this first phase is neither periodic nor stylistic, at least not in the 
conventional sense. In fact, it was recommended as an alternative 
method by the eminent design historian Siegfried Giedion in his 
1948 book Mechanization Takes Command.10 He called it a typologi-
cal approach, and suggested that the students of history, instead of 
immediately exploring the design styles and personalities, should 
initially investigate the history of a preferred “type.” Simply defined, 
a type means a design solution that exists and functions in one’s 
immediate environment. A type should be either an object or an 
object system, a built space for a specific function, or a communica-
tion or transportation device. In short, it includes all of the elements 
of the man-made environment that designers generally deal with 
during their careers. But the meaning also could be extended to 
include a service (e.g., a water supply system) or a human concept 
that implies a device (e.g., money). Giedion’s hypothesis required the 
students to examine each type from the point of view of its origin 
and the subsequent changes in its style as it traveled through time, 
while being subjected to changing technologies and social condi-
tions.

Inspired less by the content than by the spirit of Giedion’s 
suggested approach, I had earlier devised a few exercises that I later 
developed into a course. It was offered to at least four groups of 
students at the NID in the late 1980s. Since 1992, in a slightly differ-
ent, and in my mind improved, format, it is being offered regularly 
to the students of the School of Interior Design (SID) at the Center for 
Environmental Planning and Technology (CEPT) in Ahmedabad.

The current course begins with several unstructured discus-
sions on specific topics directly related to the central theme. The 
topics, as discussed above, include the following concepts: percep-
tion of history in a given culture (here, in India); conceptual equiva-
lence to design in the traditional culture of India; primordial human 
instinct of survival through innovation seen as an analogy to the 
modern concept of design; the evolved and learned design processes; 
and the need for an unconventional method to learn design history 
(i.e., the typological approach). These discussions build a conceptual 
basis for a major assignment that takes up the second half of the 
course.

10 S. Giedion, Mechanization Takes 
Command (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1948), 10–11.
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A small change of name was found necessary almost from 
the beginning. “Type” was not a familiar word to the students to 
represent all those elements of man-made environment. Instead, the 
more familiar and business-like word “device” was adopted. While 
introducing the major assignment, it was agreed that each of these 
devices was a solution to a past problem of design. Also, these solu-
tions are likely to be evolved, but not all of them.

Accordingly, each student selects a device which preferably 
has something to do with a typical Indian environment. The catch 
here is that all present man-made environments in India rightly 
represent a mixture of old Indian and new “international” cultures. 
To my mind, not insisting on only traditional Indian devices makes 
the selection that much richer. One small condition is that the 
selected device should have a sense of completeness, that is, not 
merely be a part of a whole. 

The assignment is about doing a speculative investigation 
into the past life of the device, while moving from one event to 
the next. The obvious point at which one begins is to identify the 
original human need. This is not as easy as it sounds. For instance, 
an apparent need might be for a device to create artificial light. But 
after a bit of discussion, the real and original human need turns out 
to be for a device to dispel darkness. This may immediately point to 
a deep, psychological fear of darkness that goes back to the time of 
the primordial human.

This is the opportune time to discuss the nature of human 
need using Abraham Maslow’s need pyramid. The point that must 
be driven home is that a human need often may deceptively look 
merely physical. The needs of a human user of a device—as well 
as the functions of the device—could be physical or psychological, 
intellectual or emotional, literal or symbolic, and material or spiri-
tual. But more often than not, they are a combination of several or 
all of these.

The identification of the original human need leads to the 
next step of the investigation: to search for exactly when and how the 
device was born. It is here that one meets the ancestor that, in turn, 
is named the first “landmark event,” a term emphasized because it 
is the first time the concept of landmark events is introduced as the 
core concept. A landmark event is meant to represent a historical 
breakthrough that causes a distinct change in the total form of the 
device; not just a change of the visual aspect, but all those attributes 
that helped to create the complete device. These include the change 
in the outer geometry, color, and surface texture of the form, the 
change in those elements—both inside and outside—that give the 
device its structural integrity, the change in material and method of 
production, the change in the way the device performs, and last, but 
most important, the change in its relationship with the user.

Eventually, what is needed is a well-constructed historical 
scenario with landmark events as high points. To construct a scenario 
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of this kind, one begins with known facts. While current students, 
living in the afterglow of the information revolution, have an edge 
over past generations, this is only a part of the process. The right 
kind of scenario is created by a judicious mixing of the chronologi-
cal records of history with a freewheeling process of projection and 
simulation.

In this process, students are encouraged to imagine the 
device’s past, the way one thought it happened. To start, they are 
asked to ignore the usual historical sources and to travel imagina-
tively in time; projecting and simulating the developments that they 
think led to the first and subsequent landmark events. Naturally, 
proceeding after such remarks, a certain amount of reinterpreta-
tion of conventional historical literature and other sources is likely. 
What stops this process of projection and simulation from turning 
a history into a historical fiction? This is more likely if the travel 
remained a linear progression, the journey going from past to pres-
ent. But it need not be linear. In fact, it follows a lateral path. What 
makes it so?

At an opportune moment in the course, the students are 
introduced to the concept of influencing historical factors, those that 
cause the periodic changes in the total form of the device while the 
original human need and the corresponding functions of the device 
remain the same. These powerful agents of change are responsible 
for more than one quarter of the result, and generally are grouped 
into two categories. In the first category are the technological factors 
that affect the physical aspects of the human environment. Taken 
together, they represent the passage of time. Typical among these 
factors are the new discoveries and innovations resulting in change 
of material or method of making, introduction of a new technology 
that would change or improve the performance of a device, and 
change to a new kind of motive power.

In the second category are the socio-cultural and environ-
mental factors, mostly related to place, that is, culture, community, 
region, terrain, and climate. They also can have a symbolic aspect 
that may be either overlooked or given less importance if not prop-
erly emphasized. A list of typical factors in this category includes a 
change in socio-cultural conditions causing a favorable climate for 
scientific and technological breakthroughs (the Renaissance period 
in Europe is a good example), politico-economic changes resulting 
in new devices because of the influence from other cultures (for 
example, India during the Mughal and British rules), and changes in 
the structure of a community affecting the social status or economic 
standing of users. For example, in India due to radical changes in the 
old caste system, devices associated with so-called lowly castes were 
discarded or acquired new meaning: a sweeper’s broom adopted 
by Gandhian activists as a symbol to “sweep away” inhuman prac-
tices. Similarly, an English farm worker’s cloth cap became a proud 
symbol of the Luddites.
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The last stage after recording all findings is to visually 
plot factors from both categories in a lateral relationship with the 
ancestral and subsequent landmark events in a progressive manner. 
Among several ways to prepare a graphic presentation of this kind, 
one appropriate method can be a scroll-like chart on which the histor-
ical scenario in its entirety would progress horizontally, facilitating 
the lateral movement of three (or more) bands of information—each 
interacting with the others. Those related to the physical environ-
ments characterized by technological innovations and discoveries 
can be plotted in the top band. And the bottom band could consist 
of developments related to socio-cultural environments.

The middle and the main band, which I would call the 
highway band of history, would consist of developments laterally 
influenced, sometimes even dictated by, the events in the upper and 
lower bands. As they progress, these developments would coalesce 
at each important point, a landmark event in the life of the chosen 
device. All three bands would benefit from illustrations. A horizontal 
format of this kind also provides the necessary facility of beginning 
at one end and carrying on from one landmark event to another until 
one arrives at the present. I call it simply a lateral history chart.

Besides employing the method of projection, simulation, and 
learning the history of design in terms of landmark events in the life 
of a device, I think the course also teaches students to cultivate a 
healthy disrespect for so-called historical authenticity and accuracy 
that is largely based on conventional methods of archaeology and an 
overly strict adherence to chronology. It is more than a coincidence 
that one is led to draw a parallel with the itihasa method from the 
ancient works of the Indian cosmology.

Recently, based on previous students’ desire to go beyond the 
confines of past and present, some groups of students were encour-
aged to take the historical scenario further to predict the future of 
the device. For this, they imagined the way the device would look 
and work in the year AD 2100. The method would be the same 
projection and simulation. They could not only envision the total 
form, but also write the future scenario that would indicate the likely 
path the future might take depending on the present developments 
in the various fields of human endeavor and concerns: technologi-
cal, cultural, politico-economical, and ecological. Obviously, this 
concluding requirement of predicting the future of the device also 
can be interpreted as an indirect invitation to draw on one’s learning 
about the design process (the learned design process at work). 

Finally, there is an interesting outcome of the whole endeavor. 
At an early stage, I realized that, although I had attempted to formu-
late a course in design history for a group of students with a particu-
lar cultural background, it could, with minor modifications, work 
equally well with other groups with similar learning requirements 
in many parts of the world.
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Design Theory in Slovenia: 
Mapping the Field
Barbara Predan

In Slovenia,1 the beginnings of design theory as a professional 
discipline go back to 1951, with the first publication of the journal 
Arhitekt, which, over the next thirteen years, regularly published 
texts on the topic of design.2 In the academic year 1960–1961, at the 
initiative of architect Edvard Ravnikar,3 the so-called “B course” in 
design studies was instituted at the Faculty of Architecture, but 
it lasted for only two years. In 1964, the first issue of the journal 
Sinteza appeared, continuing the work of Arhitekt.4 That same year, 
in Ljubljana, the International Biennial of Industrial Design (or 
BIO, from its Slovene name Bienale za industrijsko oblikovanje) was 
organized for the first time.5 In 1966, the rise of graphic design in 
Slovenia received affirmation when the ICOGRADA Congress was 
held here, only three years after the organization’s founding in 
London. In hopes of reestablishing a design program at the Faculty 
of Architecture, Edvard Ravnikar, in 1969, wrote the treatise Design, 
a work that today is considered the first scholarly text to treat the 
issues of design theory in Slovenia in a thorough way. Alongside 
such developments in the area of design theory, we also can see 
during this same period the first achievements of Slovene industrial 
design—the work of the designers Niko Kralj, Albert Kastelic, Oskar 
Kogoj, and Sasa J. Mächtig are particularly outstanding. But despite 
such achievements, in his treatise, Ravnikar describes the complex-
ity of the issue when he says, “No one has yet managed to prove 
that design is something entirely separate — that it is, then, neither 
architecture nor art nor any other particular form of technique.” 6 
According to Ravnikar, we can hardly speak of design as a new 
profession, since this discipline transcends even the basic principles 
of a profession.7 From today’s perspective, such doubt about design 
as a profession is surprising, but when we examine the professional 
writing published at the time, we find regular appeals about the 
need for strategically incorporating design into the social space.8 

The present essay reviews a selection of texts on design 
theory published in the Slovene periodical press since the middle of 
the previous century. Special emphasis also is given to Ravnikar’s 
treatise. I hope through this research to contribute to the further 
mapping of the design field, which, as Victor Margolin notes, is one 
of the important tasks of design studies.9

1 On the basis of a plebiscite, Slovenia 
proclaimed its independence from the 
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
on June 25, 1991. In my essay, I examine 
texts published since 1950 in what was 
then called the Socialist Republic of 
Slovenia.

2 Prior to Arhitekt, there was another 
magazine in Slovenia called Arhitektura, 
which was published in the 1930s. It 
touched on design topics indirectly.

3 Edvard Ravnikar (1907–1993) was an 
architect, urban planner, designer, 
teacher, and writer. He is the leading 
figure in Slovene architecture after Joze 
Plecnik.

4 After appearing for thirteen years, the 
magazine Arhitekt joined with Likovne 
besede [Art Words] to form a new maga-
zine, Sinteza. This magazine ran until 
1994.

5 The organization for the Biennial of 
In dust rial Design was founded in 1963. 
The first biennial was held in Ljubljana in 
1964.

6 Edvard Ravnikar, “Design” (unpublished 
dissertation, Ljubljana, 1969): 75.

7 Ibid., 3.
8 Stane Bernik, “Poskus opredelitve vloge 

inovacij v oblikovalskem procesu” [“An 
Attempt to Define the Role of Innovations 
in the Design Process”], Sinteza 36–37 
(1976): 131–132.

9 Victor Margolin, “Introduction,” in Design 
Discourse: History, Theory, Criticism, 
Victor Margolin, ed. (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1989), 6.
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The Development of Theory in the Periodical Press
In the first issue of Arhitekt, the editor, France Ivansek,10 published an 
article entitled “Design in Industry*.” The asterisk in the title referred 
to the note: “Compiled on the basis of foreign literature.” 11 In this 
way, he indicated the terminological problems involved with naming 
a new discipline that had never before been an object of discussion in 
Slovenia. In his text, Ivansek, very likely for the first time, explains 
the concept of design to the professional public: 

When speaking of the design of industrially manufactured 
objects, we are not talking about toying around with them 
or aestheticizing them. Rather, we are talking about a study 
of principles closely linked to the notion of quality, which 
obliges the designer to understand correctly the purpose 
of the object and, with this in mind, to design it correctly, 
using the right materials and handling the materials appro-
priately, so as to achieve the right solution in actuality (and 
not just to simulate it) in a formal and a technical respect, 
and also to provide the object with a pleasing appearance in 
form and color.12

The many pioneering steps taken in the 1950s by the magazine 
Arhitekt are well illustrated, too, in its publication of writings by 
recognized foreign theoreticians and practitioners in the field of 
design. Among the most influential foreign theories in the 1950s and 
1960s, the reflections of Max Bill are particularly notable. In his text 
“The Basis and Aims of Aesthetics in the Machine Age,” Bill draws 
a clear distinction between decorators and designers. The word 
“beautiful” he labels as a “much too vague argument to serve as the 
starting point in a discussion of ‘industrial design,’” a statement he 
later explains as follows: 

The basis is neither form nor function. The basis is need, 
human need. The functions that assume forms are defined 
so as to fulfill human needs. But to attain this fulfillment 
of needs unity is required in all functions that become 
form. ... I think that I have sufficiently designated the aim 
of production by saying that it is the fulfillment of human 
needs. If we acknowledge this aim to be the foundation of 
all creativity, does it then become at the same time identical 
with the purpose and aim of aesthetics? Not entirely. Since 
in the broader view, the basic goal of aesthetic influence is 
not merely the “fulfillment of human needs,” but rather 
to provide life as a whole with a more harmonious, more 
beautiful and more cheerful foundation, with meaning.13

One of the more important causes regularly discussed in the pages 
of Arhitekt was the question of the need for professional training. 
Ravnikar’s first attempted to introduce “B course” studies in the 
area of design at the Faculty of Architecture in 1960. After this 

10 France Ivansek is an architect, writer, and 
researcher in the field of contemporary 
domestic culture.

11 France Ivansek, “Oblikovanje v industriji,” 
Arhitekt 1 (1951): 26–29. The “foreign 
literature” that Ivansek summarizes in his 
text is Anthony Bertram’s Design.

12 Ibid., 26.
13 Max Bill, “Osnova in cilj estetike v 

stoletju strojev,” Arhitekt 14 (1954): 
20–22.
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program had been in operation for a year, Majda Dobravc, in an 
article entitled “The Training of Industrial Designers,” observed, 
“This experimental year is significant for another reason, as well; 
it is intended to serve as the basis for the development of a design 
studies program in architecture, which we have never had before. 
Even today, the work of an architect extends into various design 
fields, but there is an extremely noticeable void, particularly in the 
design of industrial products, which is a consequence of the fact 
that we have no advanced school of industrial design.” 14 The news 
of the program’s termination appeared a year later. Nevertheless, 
Ravnikar continued to lecture on design in his seminar. He explains 
in detail his vision and directives for a design studies program in the 
final chapters of his officially unpublished dissertation Design. The 
result of his lectures is a second postwar generation of architecture 
students who go on to make a visible and significant step forward 
in the field (Sasa J. Mächtig and Peter Skalar).

Ravnikar’s Design
When reading Ravnikar’s treatise on design, we cannot help notic-
ing a kind of ambivalence in his treatment of certain key questions. 
We can deduce the first instance of a double stance in Ravnikar’s 
view, mentioned above, that rejects the idea of design as a disci-
pline in itself. Initially, it seems that Ravnikar sees design as a part 
of architecture, but this idea soon changes, since as he refers to 
design as a vast and unsystematic field in which many disciplines 
tend to, as Ravnikar says, “contribute their own coloring.” And he 
adds: “Architect, artist, engineer, inventor, sociologist, psychologist, 
salesman, and journalist— all vie with each other for the right to 
take the lead in this domain so that, increasingly, it looks as if design 
cannot at all be a distinct discipline in today’s sense of the word, but 
is rather a field of activity for competing forces with a wide range 
of interests. Any attempt at definition must seem deficient to other 
interested parties, which means that we are always looking, again 
and again, for some final solution and definition in regard to ques-
tions about the status, working range, and formation of this new 
profession.” Ravnikar concludes his thought with the statement: 
“Given this, it seems that the only thing still needed is the general 
recognition of this new discipline.” 15 Addressing the question of 
whether design is an art, he identifies certain ambiguities, which 
were (and still are) characteristic of both the world at large and 
Yugoslavia (and Slovenia) in particular. He writes: “In the quite 
modest (from a comparative perspective) conditions of our coun-
try, the empirical or, to put it better, artisan mentality still carries 
a lot of weight, so that the relationship between art and design is 
suggested in the common etymological root lik [meaning “figure, 
shape”—Trans.] in the terms likovna umetnost [“visual art”] and ob-
lik-ovanje [“design”]. Although, in this imagined dependency, there 
is nothing in common between these notions, we persist in cling-

14 Majda Dobravc, “Vzgoja industrijskih 
oblikovalcev. Ob reformi studija na 
ljubljanski soli za arhitekturo” [“The 
Training of Industrial Designers: On the 
Reform of the Program at the Ljubljana 
School of Architecture”], Arhitekt 3 
(1961): 33–35.

15 Ravnikar, Design, 8.
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ing to them and are always trying to deduce from this relationship 
some far-reaching criteria for evaluating things and determining 
their social role.” 16 These thoughts remind us of the debates led by 
William Morris and the Arts and Crafts movement at the turn of the 
twentieth century, when Morris fought for making crafts equal to art 
and for putting an end to the distinction between the applied and the 
fine arts. As Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz points out, in the nineteenth 
century, utilitarian products were considered to be lacking a certain 
intellectual or spiritual element in comparison with a symphony, 
for example. These objects were viewed more as the work of the 
hand rather than the mind, and so were not considered to be art, at 
least not pure art.17 We still find similar theoretical debates going on 
today, ranging from the total separation of industrially manufactured 
products from the realm of art, to their inclusion in the art collec-
tions of world-famous museums. Ravnikar, too, in a chapter entitled 
“The Presence of Psychological Elements in Design,” is increasingly 
inclined to search for parallels between design and art. Among other 
things, he writes: “Every age creates a specific category of formal 
relationships, which are sometimes more apparent, sometimes less. 
The bridge from design to art, and vice versa, has always existed, but 
it is much easier to recognize it in retrospect than in the midst of the 
present.” 18 He concludes the chapter by saying, “Today, we know ... 
that the person of today is looking for something else besides mere 
utility.” 19

In his treatise, Ravnikar often stresses that one of the first 
tasks facing the field of design is the clarification of terms. Thus, 
he embarks on the search for a badly needed definition of what 
constitutes design. While we do not find any such “final” definition 
in this work, certain formulations do appear, which most often are 
expressed as a string of examples, or in the conclusion that design 
is something so diffuse it cannot be described in a few sentences: 
“Design today is becoming a comprehensive term for the widest 
range of relations.” 20 We find a similar theory of so-called “open” 
concepts in Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz’s A History of Six Ideas. In the 
first chapter, Tatarkiewicz writes: “[T]here are terms in common use 
which defy attempts to define them with any degree of accuracy. It 
is in the nature of these terms that their denotation in each case tends 
to shift over a wide area, depending on the context in which they 
are used. The various objects which they are supposed to ‘denote’ 
do not, in fact, have any features in common. Wittgenstein, who 
was the first to take this observation seriously, said that the referents 
bear, at most, a ‘family resemblance.’ This category of concepts was 
referred to as ‘open.’ Before long all the basic concepts of aesthet-
ics, such as beauty, aesthetic experience and art, were relegated to 
this category.” 21 On the basis of Ravnikar’s text, we would have no 
difficulty, it seems, in including the concept of design in this group 
of open concepts, since in the very first chapter he writes: “The two 
examples we have chosen—which are so simultaneously opposed to 

16 Ibid., 37–38.
17 Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz, “Art: History of 

the Concept” in A History of Six Ideas: An 
Essay in Aesthetics (Warszawa: Martinus 
Nijhoff PWN, 1980), 25.

18 Ravnikar, Design, 43.
19 Ibid., 47.
20 Ibid., 12.
21 Tatarkiewicz, A History of Six Ideas: An 

Essay in Aesthetics, 33.
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one another—tell us more than would any long description about the 
heterogeneity of the phenomena on the basis of which we are trying 
to orient ourselves in our search for a definition of design. So many 
different and mutually contradictory images have arisen in the past 
that our efforts to compile this definition, and any attempt at a defi-
nition, can only be provisional.” 22 Even today, we can find a flood of 
provisional definitions as to what constitutes design in almost any 
popular book from the design field. In his treatise, Ravnikar refers 
to Gropius’s proposal from the period of the Bauhaus23 as well as to 
the then-current definition compiled by the International Council 
of Societies of Industrial Design (ICSID) in 1964.24 Ravnikar remains 
critical of both approaches. As for Gropius’s theory of design, he 
writes, “On the basis of Gropius’s rational analyses in urbanism and 
interior design, one can even today build wide-ranging structures; 
on the basis of his ideology of craftsmanship as only correct way into 
design creativity, one can develop nothing but misguided pedagogi-
cal theories.” 25 What disturbs Ravnikar about the ICSID definition 
is the notion of expanded functionality, with one of the aims based 
on the definition of the formal qualities of industrially produced objects. 
In Ravnikar’s view, this attitude toward formal qualities can lead to 
the worst possible kind of execution, namely, styling. In response to 
the pursuit of profit, he turns eastward, to what was then the Soviet 
Union and to Poland. While aware of the backwardness of the situa-
tion there and of the lack of a tradition, he nevertheless believes that 
design will, in the course of a few years, be able to develop there 
along correct moral and humane principles. In his ninth chapter 
(where he again juxtaposes West and East), he detects a socialistic 
aspect in the Western politics of looking toward the individual; while 
in the planned socialist economy, he sees the first flashes of a market. 
In any case, he ultimately is skeptical of both, since each of them, 
in its own way, reflects the teachings of the Bauhaus. He concludes 
with a rhetorical question about the sense of seeking the ideal forms 
of objects in shapes that were interesting in 1925.

Among the main proposals and measures that would need to 
be implemented for the development of design in Slovenia, Ravnikar 
singles out the reestablishment of the design studies program. His 
main concern has to do with preparing for the technological future 
that awaits us both in the world at large and at home. His forecast for 
design was that it would move “between cybernetically differenti-
ated serial production and the humanistic expression of culture” and 
involve “shapes that are ever closer to manifestations of biological 
form.” 26 With such speculations, he goes beyond even today’s devel-
opments. Today, cybernetics still exists more on the level of scientific 
research than as a life practice. And in the majority of cases, we still 
are waiting to see the humanistic expression of culture.

Ravnikar’s Design touches on most of the major points that 
concern the discipline of design. From the standpoint of Slovenian 
design, it represents the first text to tackle the issues of design theory. 

22 Ravnikar, Design, 6.
23 Gropius’s summons at the opening 

of the Weimar school is well-known: 
“Architects, painters, sculptors, we must 
all return to crafts!” cited in Bauhaus 
1919–1928, Herbert Bayer, Walter 
Gropius, and Ise Gropius, eds. (Boston: 
Charles T. Branford Co., 1959), 16. His 
thoughts are presented in greater detail 
in the program for the school: “But 
proficiency in a craft is essential to every 
artist. Therein lies the prime source of 
creative imagination. Let us then create a 
new guild of craftsman without the class 
distinctions that raise an arrogant barrier 
between craftsman and artist!” Walter 
Gropius, “Program of the Staatliche 
Bauhaus in Weimar” in The Industrial 
Design Reader, Carma Gorman, ed. 
(New York: Allworth Press and Design 
Management Institute, 2003).

24 The ICSID definition was formulated, at 
the suggestion of Thomas Maldonado, in 
1964 at a seminar in Bruges, Belgium on 
the topic of the training and education of 
industrial designers. It states: “Industrial 
Design is a creative activity whose aim 
is to determine the formal qualities of 
objects produced by industry. These 
formal qualities include the external 
features, but are principally those struc-
tural and functional relationships which 
convert a system to a coherent unity both 
from the point of view of the producer 
and user. Industrial Design extends to 
embrace all aspects of human environ-
ment which are conditioned by industrial 
production.”

25 Ravnikar, Design, 10.
26 Ibid., 51.
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In fact, so far there has been no other work like it in Slovenia (and 
sadly, it is itself preserved only in photocopies). We may attribute 
the absence of such a literature in the Slovene language before 1990 
to the small size of the market, since books for the most part were 
written in, or translated into, Serbo-Croatian.27 Nevertheless, the 
Department of Design at the Academy of Fine Arts in Ljubljana has 
been in existence now for twenty years, so a scholarly work that 
would define the discipline is desperately needed. Ravnikar’s call 
for a further discussion of design thus continues to be quite relevant 
today.

The Rise and Fall of Journalism
According to the “Chronoscope of Design,” published in the second 
issue of the magazine Formart,28 after the pioneering achievements 
of the 1950s, the 1960s may be designated as a period of institu-
tionalization in the design field. The most visible successes were 
reflected primarily in industry—at least in that part of industry that 
was able to see the advantages of hiring a trained designer/architect. 
Despite important achievements in the 1970s, we find in a text by 
Stane Bernik29 in the magazine Sinteza a warning about the need to 
address “the strategic question of introducing design into our social 
space.” 30 On the basis of the critical standards set out by ICSID in its 
definition of industrial design, what we see before us is, in Bernik’s 
words, “an uninspiring picture of Slovene design” 31 (with the excep-
tion of graphic design). The selection of industrial design products, 
indeed, narrows drastically when we consider the last sentence 
in the current definition of the time: “Industrial Design extends 
to embrace all aspects of human environment which are condi-
tioned by industrial production.” The most recent ICSID definition 
changes the old formulation as follows: “Design concerns products, 
services, and systems conceived with tools, organizations, and logic 
introduced by industrialization—not just when produced by serial 
processes.” 32 From the standpoint of the then-current understand-
ing, such an approach would cause us to lose sight of the original 
mission of design, namely, the acceptance of industrial design as a 
cultural asset for the masses. The idea that Ravnikar put forward 
and Bernik developed was: “Design is, indeed, that ‘democratic’ 
creative activity which provides the masses with immediate contact 
with cultural (artistic) assets which are realized in the most varied 
ways precisely because they are useful and which thus efficiently 
connect with other forms of cultural and artistic creation. Because of 
all this, efforts to introduce design in society also represent efforts to 
establish a higher, more developed culture of production—especially 
since the contemporary design process demands total involvement, 
from planning to realization!”33 Otherwise, we return to small-scale 
productions that resort either to elitism or to craftsman guilds, in a 
retreat to the applied arts. The problem of the relationship between 
artisan and industrial approaches also was the subject of a seminar 

27 Serbo-Croatian was the language of the 
majority in the former Yugoslavia.

28 Formart was the first magazine that 
devoted itself exclusively to topics in 
graphic and industrial design. Vesna 
Terzan was the editor-in-chief. Published 
from 1991 to 1994, it was financed by 
the Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
of Slovenia.

29 The art historian Stane Bernik was, for 
many years, the editor of Sinteza. In his 
writings, he addresses contemporary 
Slovene architecture, urbanism, design, 
and photography. He lectures on the 
development and theory of design at the 
Department of Design at the Academy of 
Fine Arts in Ljubljana.

30 Stane Bernik, “Poskus opredelitve vloge 
inovacij”: 131–132.

31 Ibid., 131–132.
32 “Definition of Design” (August 2004), 

published on the ICSID Website: http://
www.icsid.org.

33 Stane Bernik, “Poskus opredelitve vloge 
inovacij”: 131–132.
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entitled “Design in the Promotion of Exports,” which was held in 
Geneva in 1975. Goroslav Keller34 summarizes the two discussion 
issues as follows: “Are artisan work, cottage industry and applied 
folk art those areas of market supply where the so-called develop-
ing countries can successfully participate? Or does such a concept of 
economic development mean, ultimately, stagnation or even regres-
sion?” 35 Such thinking clearly indicates the beginnings of postmod-
ernism, which gradually spread through society. At the end of his 
article, Keller labels Yugoslav design as elitist, and issues a call for 
“a strategic focus on a higher level of standard production qual-
ity.” 36 At the time, however, despite many such appeals, the Yugoslav 
economy took a turn in a third direction, toward the purchase of 
foreign patent licenses.37 With the collapse of the country in the early 
1990s, the punishment for this lack of competitiveness was reflected 
most strongly in the economic sector, and resulted in the failure of 
numerous industrial enterprises. After fourteen years of indepen-
dence, the situation in Slovenia is changing thanks to a number of 
small but high-quality efforts in the field of design. Unfortunately, 
the majority of these efforts still exist only at the prototype stage or 
as small-scale serial production and, in this regard, the new ICSID 
definition is more than welcome for an understanding of the concept 
of (industrial) design.

A further understanding of the concept of design was pre-
sented in the 1970s in Victor Papanek’s work, Design for the Real 
World. Based on the lectures Papanek gave during his visit to 
Yugoslavia, Goroslav Keller presented the public with a revised 
definition of design: “In my book, I wrote that design is the con-
scious effort to achieve meaningful order. I would like to change 
that now and say that design is a conscious and intuitive effort to 
achieve meaningful order.” 38 The first tangible results of Papanek’s 
theory were apparent at the Seventh Biennial of Industrial Design 
(BIO 7). Peter Krecic, however, was critical of the increase in the 
number of products originating abroad on the basis of Papanek’s 
popularity. In his view, many designers designed products for the 
Third World solely to alleviate their conscience. He labeled this ap-
proach as superficial, inasmuch as designers had, in Krecic’s opinion, 
reinterpreted the various levels of Papanek’s theory “as if ‘design for 
the real world’ was just a minor technical invention, embodied in the 
use of available (waste) resources.” 39 After this, we see fundamental 
changes taking place in the approach to industrial design. Previously, 
the modernist understanding of industrial design had prevailed in 
Slovenia. Design always had been, above all else, a response to hu-
man needs and, consequently, approached the issue of function 
through Sullivan’s dictum: “Form follows function.” At BIO 7, 
changes in the thinking about and understanding of design received 
full expression. Krecic writes: “Through its exhibition of “designed” 
products, which attempt to solve all sorts of everyday problems, 
BIO has made a determined case for design as an artistic, aesthetic 

34 Goroslav Keller, a Croatian theoretician 
in the field of design, is the author of 
Dizajn/design, published in 1975 by the 
marketing agency Vjesnik.

35 Goroslav Keller, “Oblikovanje za izvoz” 
[“Design for Export”], Sinteza 36–37 
(1976): 132–134.

36 Ibid., 132–134.
37  Warnings about the excessive purchase 

of foreign patent licenses in Yugoslav 
industry occur frequently in texts about 
industrial design. Discussing the Sixth 
Biennial of Industrial Design, Goroslav 
Keller highlights the phenomenon of the 
“exportation” of designers and poses 
the questions: “What possibility is 
there for our economy to extract itself 
from the web of [patent] licenses, and 
is it really strong enough to so blithely 
discard its creative forces?” (“Ljubljanski 
bienale industrijskega oblikovanja in 
njegov pomen” [The Ljubljana Biennial 
of Industrial Design and What it Means], 
Sinteza 36–47 (1976), 37). Peter Vogric 
had similar thoughts in regard to the 
Sixth Biennial of Industrial Design when 
he observed: “The biggest obstacle for 
our own development and design is the 
purchase of licenses. This is also the 
main reason why there are no greater 
results in our domestic design. Foreign 
[patent] licenses are, most of the time, 
already out of date; by the same token, 
the design achievements that come with 
them are also out of date” (“Industrijsko 
oblikovanje kot del delovnega procesa 
proizvodnje” [Industrial design as part 
of the work process in manufacturing], 
adapted by Matija Murko, Sinteza 36–37 
(1976), 129). The failure to deal with this 
issue eventually led to an alarming situ-
ation, which Janez Jerovsek presented 
as follows in 1984: “According to some 
data, we make only 20% of our products 
on the basis of our own knowledge; 
certain other data, however, show that 
our share comes to only between 5% and 
7%” (“Inovacije, industrijsko oblikovanje 
in kvaliteta kot sredstvo preživetja” 
[Innovations, industrial design and quality 
as a means of survival], Sinteza 65–68 
(1984), 192).
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category in the real world of ethical needs and ethical responses to 
these needs. In the view of the organizers, the conceptualization of 
industrial design begins not with artistically quite awkward, even 
primitive products (inventions) for (poor) Indians, indigenous 
blacks, and the inhabitants of the outskirts of South American cities; 
but rather with thinking on new, nonfunctional levels, which are 
closer to artistic ones—but with the brain of an industrial designer, 
as was done by Ettore Sottsass. His exhibit…was not a random ad-
dition to the biennial’s program, but instead was a well-considered, 
meaningful supplement to it; a rather theoretical superstructure.” 40 
In a single move, the concept of design was reduced to the level of 
a superficial aesthetic category, the visual appearance of the prod-
uct—the new stylism, which the postmodernism of the 1980s had 
introduced through the work of the Italian Memphis group and 
the movement’s father, Ettore Sottsass. From a historical perspec-
tive, the Memphis group represents a turning point in design and, 
within the context in which it originated, it continues to be one of 
the milestones of its era. Unfortunately, however, this movement, 
whose very creators began to doubt its continued survival as early 
as the mid-1980s, spawned a sea of imitators who brought nothing 
to the field of design but a superficial approach. In the early 1990s, 
in an interview with the magazine Ars Vivendi,41 the Italian designer 
Richard Sapper, when asked for his thoughts about postmodernism, 
responded: 

I believe that postmodernism, when viewed as a whole, 
has done great harm. At the beginning it was fun, but 
before long that which people expected from postmodernist 
design methods turned out to be extremely superficial. All 
that is left of it are formal details, and almost nothing else.42

Ten years before Sapper expressed his views on postmodernism, 
Matija Murko, in Sinteza, on the occasion of the Ninth Biennial of 
Industrial Design, labeled the principle of privileging function over 
form as a purist practice in industrial design that impaired stylistic 
development. According to Murko, the revised approach allowed 
for “a rather wide range in the stylistic identity of an individual 
manufacturing organization as well as recognition for a different 
design approach within the broader regional or national scope. 
... Contemporary design, then, has finally begun to approach the 
consumer not only in terms of functionality, but also in an emotion-
ally less alienated regard.” 43 Another show opened at the same time 
as the Ninth Biennial—an exhibition of the work of Dieter Rams, 
one of the major representatives of modernism in design. About this 
exhibition Murko writes, in the same text: “Products that originated 
nearly a quarter-century ago, for instance, the SK4 radio-gramo-
phone, are still today remarkable for the freshness of their design, 
which proves that design, just like other forms of art, can also stand 
the test of time.” 44 This “freshness of design” is far from the emphati-

38 Goroslav Keller, “Oblikovanje v spremin-
jajocem se svetu. Ob obisku Victorja 
Papaneka v Jugoslaviji” [“Design in a 
Changing World: On the Occasion of 
Victor Papanek’s Visit to Yugoslavia”], 
Sinteza 30–32 (1974): 132–136.

39 Peter Krecic, “Sedmi bio — novi 
koncepti, stara in nova vprasanja” [“The 
7th BIO—New Concepts, Old and New 
Questions”], Sinteza 43–44 (1978): 
34–39.

40 Ibid., 34–39.
41 The magazine Ars Vivendi (1987–1997) 

regularly published interviews with 
designers, and monitored achievements 
in the practice of design.

42 Melita Zajc, “Richard Sapper, Clovek 
Tizio” [“Richard Sapper, the Tizio Man”], 
Ars Vivendi 14 (1992): 23.

43 Matija Murko, “Deveti bienale industri-
jskega oblikovanja” [“The 9th Biennial 
of Industrial Design”], Sinteza 55–57 
(1981–1982): 39–44.

44 Ibid., 39–44.



Design Issues:  Volume 22, Number 4  Autumn 2006 43

cally artistic style of the 1980s and yet, despite Murko’s earlier desig-
nation of modernism as a purist practice, it was a distinctive part of 
the public image of the Braun company, recognizable not only in 
Germany but also around the world. It is, indeed, very interesting to 
observe how theoreticians, depending on the time in which they are 
writing, will take the same idea and turn it to their own advantage. 
They all share Max Bill’s thesis that the main task of industrial design 
is the fulfillment of human needs. During the period of modernism, 
this fulfillment of needs derived primarily from function; in the 
1980s, the approach is inverted. The understanding of pure forms 
becomes the domain of experts and the educated connoisseurs of 
painting and sculpture. It follows, then, that the profession increas-
ingly subordinated itself to the taste of the masses out of a desire to 
reach the greatest number of consumers. To put it another way, the 
market economy assumed the initiative over professionalism. The 
Italian designer and artist Enzo Mari recognized a similar predomi-
nance in a lecture he gave at the Belgrade studio ArtAvangarde. Jesa 
Denegri45 summarized Mari’s discussion for Sinteza: 

The utopia of industrial design has lost the battle. ... It lost 
the battle because it tried to realize utopia by means of the 
system of commerce. ... Just like other people, we too work 
on an assembly line. There is no other alternative.46

Such statements indicate the changes that had begun to be reflected 
in society and, consequently, in design as well. This leads us to the 
question of society’s influence on design. Theories about design 
are, for the most part, directed toward design methodology, while 
social influences tend to be overlooked. The importance of society’s 
role, however, can be seen in Victor Margolin’s assertion: “Since we 
don’t agree on a single theory of society, it is equally impossible to 
postulate only one theory of designing.” 47 The 1980s brought funda-
mental changes to society, a reality that also was clearly expressed in 
design. One of the main criticisms leveled at modernism was that it 
neglected traditional values—a neglect reflected in impersonal prod-
ucts that failed to take account of the society and culture in which 
they originated, and so could not really fit into that culture.

Slovenian design in the early 1980s was influenced by 
the creation of two important institutions. In 1981, the Design 
Information and Documentation Center began operations at the 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Slovenia, and three years 
later, the design profession finally saw the establishment of the 
long-awaited Department of Design at the Academy of Fine Arts 
in Ljubljana. After decades of functionalism, postmodernism now 
introduced a much-needed playfulness. Unfortunately, however, 
this playfulness too often turned into stylism and an art-for-art’s-
sake philosophy. According to Stane Bernik, this moved us further 
away from the desired goal of “using well-considered good form 
to address the urgent problems of the ever-increasing visual and 

45 Jerko (“Jesa”) Denegri is an art historian, 
critic, writer, and the author of numerous 
books on various trends and phenomena 
in contemporary art. He lives and works 
in Belgrade. 

46 Jesa Denegri, “Dvomi sodobnega 
oblikovalca: med zavracanjem in 
povezovanjem. Enzo Mari v beograjskem 
Studiu ArtAvangarde” [“The Doubts 
of a Contemporary Designer: Between 
Rejection and Connection. Enzo Mari 
at Belgrade’s Studio ArtAvangarde”], 
Sinteza 83–86 (1990): 191–192.

47 Victor Margolin, “Introduction,” 7.
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physical pollution of the environment.” 48 Despite such pessimism, in 
1992, thanks to the initiative of Sasa J. Mächtig, Ljubljana hosted an 
important international event in the field of design—the 17th ICSID 
Congress, which bore the meaningful title “At the Crossroads.”

In the area of journalism, Sinteza was the only journal, right 
up to the second half of the 1980s, that regularly raised questions 
and suggested answers in the field of design. It was joined, in the 
middle of the decade, by the magazines Ars Vivendi and Media 
Marketing (today called Marketing Magazin, or MM), and later, in the 
early 1990s, by Formart, which was the first journal to devote itself 
exclusively to design issues. From today’s perspective, these maga-
zines serve as the main indicator of developments in the theory and 
practice of design in Slovenia. Without these publications, the only 
additional source would be occasional exhibition catalogues which, 
for the most part, only give us a picture of design practice, alluding 
to theory merely in a few introductory sentences. In this regard, 
the situation today is cause for concern. Sinteza ceased publication 
in 1994, and a year later, the Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
stopped funding the magazine Formart, while Ars Vivendi appeared 
for the last time in 1997. The only publication that has managed to 
survive is the monthly MM, which, however, is primarily an adver-
tising medium and its design articles do not appear on any regular 
basis. From what was already a poor situation for design theory in 
Slovenia, we have now moved into a situation where there is virtu-
ally no theory appearing in the media. The main problem seems to 
be the apathy of the profession, which—despite the social situation 
in which we find ourselves and the lack of understanding on the part 
of the state (the two most typical explanations for the profession’s 
lethargy)—should summon up sufficient strength to begin publish-
ing a magazine that would present practical and theoretical develop-
ments in the profession. Already in the early 1990s, many designers, 
in interviews, drew attention to the urgent problem of the lack of 
criticism and theory. The designer Ranko Novak, in Ars Vivendi, 
made the statement: “A problem for our profession is also that it has 
no criticism; it doesn’t even have its own publication and therefore 
remains without any feedback. In fact, there are a few people who 
write about design. These are the ones who write about architecture 
and the visual arts, and who think that design belongs to the latter. 
But this is not true since, above all, design is not art.” 49 The designer 
Vladimir Pezdirc, in another interview, agreed with this last asser-
tion. But unlike Novak, who advocated a professional design criti-
cism, Pezdirc wanted to leave criticism to the public: “The criticism 
of design is, indeed, represented by the consumer or the marketplace; 
in our country, however, design takes place entirely in galleries and 
in the sphere of art.” 50 In the same issue of Ars Vivendi in which 
Pezdirc’s interview appeared was an interview with the architects 
Metod Prijatelj and Peter Vezjak. In introducing the two architects, 
Nada Vodusek stated an opposing view to that of the designers: 

48 Stane Bernik, “BIO kot zrcalna podoba. 
Komentar in anketa ob jubilejni razstavi” 
[“BIO as Mirror Image: Commentary and 
Questionnaire at the Jubilee Exhibition”], 
Sinteza, 65–68 (1984): 99–101.

49 Nela Maleckar, “Ranko Novak. M2 
angleske trave v Sahari” [“Ranko Novak: 
A Square Meter of English Grass in the 
Sahara”], Ars Vivendi 11 (1991): 60.

50 Nela Maleckar, “Vladimir Pezdirc. 
Tudi vetrosemenka je lahko izhodisce” 
[“Vladimir Pezdirc: Even Windseed Can 
Be a Starting Point”], Ars Vivendi 12 
(1991): 40.
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“The first [Prijatelj] is perhaps more of an architect, while the second 
[Vezjak] is perhaps more of a designer. Although there’s no point in 
making this distinction since the fields of contemporary design are, 
indeed, so closely connected and intertwined. And this, undoubt-
edly, is the doing of the media and mass culture. And technological 
reproducibility, which has shaken up the traditional concept of art, 
at least to the extent that design and other current art forms are still 
defined by it.” 51 This and similar contradictory comments clearly 
indicate a dearth of design theory and a diverse understanding of 
the concept of design. The problem can be seen even in attempts to 
name the discipline. These attempts began as early as the 1950s, with 
France Ivansek, but the problem remains unresolved even today, 
due to a reluctance to deal with the terminological issues. Currently 
in Slovenia, alongside the Slovene term oblikovanje, people also 
regularly use the English borrowing design. To make the situation 
even more confusing, many people ascribe a fuller meaning to the 
foreign word, thus resulting in greater misunderstanding. Nearly 
everyone thinks of himself or herself as a professional with enough 
training to establish a theory and operate in the practice of design. 
According to François Burkhardt, who spoke in an interview with 
Brina Svigelj-Mérat, a similar problem could be seen in the world at 
large in the early 1990s: 

I’d like to mention primarily that until the sixties, theory 
existed parallel to design, as did the method of applications, 
criticism and history, which worked alongside each other 
and collaborated among themselves, while today we are 
witnessing the phenomenon that people simply do what 
comes to mind and go on in all possible directions, but they 
don’t know why. ... This matter becomes significant here 
because we mustn’t forget that design is, nevertheless, not 
the same as art or visual art. In design there are limitations 
which one should recognize and which have nothing to 
do with morals, truths, or nontruths as modernity compre-
hends them, but it’s a question of how to better understand 
differences where things stop and where they begin.52

Design as a Responsibility
In the last issue of Sinteza, which came out in 1994, Lenka Bajzelj 
commented on the design congress that took place the previous 
year in Glasgow. In the conclusion of her article, she drew a clear 
picture of the end of postmodernism, as it was understood in the 
1980s: “Thus, after a long period of mannerism, which encompassed 
fashion, design, architecture, and the visual and verbal arts, in which 
more or less everything was allowed, the Glasgow congress outlined 
a path of sobriety an effort to achieve a general economic, cultural 
and ecological balance, to achieve a clear distribution of tasks and 
responsibilities—in a word, design not only as a response but as a 
responsibility, and not in the sense of some dispersed social respon-

51 Nada Vodusek, “Metod Prijatelj, Peter 
Vezjak. Filmska perspektiva interiera” 
[“Metod Prijatelj, Peter Vezjak: The 
Cinematic Perspective of Interior 
Design”], Ars Vivendi 12 (1991): 65.

52 Brina Svigelj-Mérat, “François Burkhardt. 
Evropa, postmodernizem in Eifflov 
stolp” [“François Burkhardt: Europe, 
Postmodernism, and the Eiffel Tower”], 
Ars Vivendi 14 (1992): 38.
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sibility, but rather as the responsibility of governments, of the appro-
priate institutions, and also of each and every designer.” 53 The end 
of “metaphor” had, already in the mid-1980s, been announced by 
the father of the Memphis group, Ettore Sottsass. His statement that 
he “does not design for eternity and that Memphis will be forgot-
ten in five years” was summarized in Ars Vivendi by Brane Kovic, 
who added, “This may indeed be an extreme position, but changes 
have truly arrived, and arrived first among the very members of the 
group. Andrea Branzi has proclaimed that a certain period is obvi-
ously over, that he is done with radicalism, that metaphors are all 
used up, and that the time has come for a new modernism, a new 
and more stable scenario of taste.” 54

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, old traumas 
have been revived in Slovenia in the area of understanding design. 
In magazine interviews, one still encounters such questions as, 
“What, in your view, is the task of industrial design?”—to which the 
younger generation of designers, quite understandably, respond with 
more than a hint of impatience. In an interview with the magazine 
Hise, the designer Bojan Klancar provided a didactic answer to the 
above question, but at the start of his answer he first made the inter-
viewer aware of the ignorance that continues to exist in regard to the 
profession of industrial design: “This is a rather standard question, 
which the media always ask. But there is, obviously, still a need to 
answer it. Nobody ever asks, after all, what is the task of the fashion 
designer, the architect, the lawyer, and so on. But industrial design 
is still rather hazy, unclear; companies don’t understand the role of 
design, and so on ... Nevertheless, I have to answer your question by 
saying that the task of industrial design is a noble one; it attempts, 
through the nature of the product, to simplify a person’s everyday 
life—whether at home, creating, having fun, or studying. Industrial 
design is well-considered, precise, creative, and intentional action 
that, in the hands of a successful company, can become a strategic 
tool for transforming ideas into reality, stimulating innovation, and 
making goods more distinctive.” 55 The noble intentions and tasks of 
industrial design, like those of design as a whole, provide a founda-
tion for every professional designer. Unfortunately, in some cases, 
designers miss their goal right from the outset. This is a problem 
also noted by the designer and theoretician Petra Cerne Oven: 
“Designers used to be revolutionaries who sought to change the 
world. But today, many of them merely strive to create imaginary 
worlds instead of helping to improve the one that exists. Designers 
have not stopped dealing with problems, but they have stopped 
trying to solve them. Instead of solving them, they wrap them in 
trendy flourishes, all depending of course on what they have on their 
shelves among their design books.” 56

The transformations and issues in regard to design thus are 
being passed on to the younger generation. The visible results are 
seen, above all, in practice, through the participation and shifts in 

53 Lenka Bajzelj, “Oblikovalski kongres v 
Glasgowu” [“The Design Congress in 
Glasgow”], Sinteza 95–100 (1994): 232.

54 Brane Kovic, “Design ob koncu osemde-
setih: iztrosenost metafor?” [“Design at 
the End of the Eighties: The Exhaustion of 
Metaphors?”], Ars Vivendi 5 (1988): 78.

55 Ivan Ferjancic, “Bojan Klancar,” Hise 
[Houses] 18 (2003): 120.

56 Petra Cerne Oven, “Orientacija 
oblikovanja in oblikovanje njegove orien-
tacije” [“The Orientation of Design and 
the Design of Its Orientation”], MM 271 
(2003): 42.
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attitudes toward design on the part of the proverbially uninter-
ested industrial companies. Changes also are evident in the area of 
theory. In any case, it is important to acknowledge the groundwork 
in design theory that has been laid in Slovenia since 1951. The first 
points on the map have been charted, but for a discipline as young 
as design theory is in Slovenia, it is unquestionably essential that 
the process continue.
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Visual Essay: No
Ávaro Sotillo

In 1974 during the demolition of an old building used for cultural 
purposes, I discovered a ripped and broken up sign with the name 
of the institution. In the same rubble I found two pieces of metal 
with the letters N and O, which form the syllable “No.” From that 
discovery have arisen distinct graphic variations of the word “No,” 
which have now reached 3,000. With a selection of this material, I 
am now preparing a book. 

The powerful and significant charge of a word so brief—
hardly a syllable—has always held a great fascination for me. At 
the same time, the formal weight is no less suggestive and polyva-
lent, in presenting this word a synthesis of the two universal forces 
expressed in the straight and the round, the angular and the curve, 
etc. It is perfectly understandable, therefore, that for a designer inter-
ested in typography, this minimal linguistic unity with waves or 
resonance in all their aspects, gives rise to a succession of re-creations 
that is almost infinite. 

In this manner, the task imposed on me daily since 1979 has 
become an excellent excuse to discover the infinite interpretations of 
the same image. And that is for me, perhaps one of the best lessons: 
The great variety of solutions that always exists for the same prob-
lem.

© 2006 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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Design, Poverty, and 
Sustainable Development
Angharad Thomas

Introduction and Context
Design in a poor context, or for the alleviation of poverty, has 
received little or no attention. An informal discourse analysis shows 
that design and poverty have not been linked, the two being seen 
as mutually exclusive. This paper aims to examine the relationships 
between design and designers, poverty and the poor, and sustain-
able development, which aims to alleviate poverty. On the face of 
it, there would appear to be little that links them; however, this 
paper aims to identify specific design initiatives that relate to poor 
people in the southern hemisphere as producers and consumers 
of designed goods.1 It briefly outlines definitions of poverty and 
sustainable development, then describes selected design interven-
tions. It analyzes the contribution that these initiatives make to the 
reduction of poverty, and to the different aspects of sustainable 
development. 

Defining the Key Terms: Poverty and Sustainable Development
Both of these terms are contested, and their meaning and the prob-
lem of defining them has been discussed extensively elsewhere. 2, 3 
In the context of this paper, poverty is defined as living on less than 
$1 dollar a day, a state affecting about 1.2 billion of the world’s six 
billion people. Sustainable development is that development that 
considers social, environmental, and economic factors together in a 
systemic way over a period of time.4

Design in Poor Contexts: Some Examples 
What is design’s contribution5 to poverty reduction? I want to sepa-
rate the discussion of design in poor economies into two parts: the 
production of goods that provide income and generate wealth for 
poor producers, and the consumption of goods in poor markets. 

Production
Craft goods made for export are handicrafts made as part of income-
generating or poverty-reduction schemes. The products, of all kinds, 
but typically such things as textiles, clothing, jewelry, pottery, paper 
goods, and the like reach developed world markets through several 
routes: first, by tourists visiting “Third World” countries; second, 
through expatriates temporarily living in the developing countries; 

1 The poorer nations of the world are 
given various labels: underdeveloped, 
less-developed, less-industrialized, 
developing, and the Third World. Like 
all labels, these mask huge differences 
between countries and within them; and, 
as Southeast Asia and China industrialize 
and develop at such a pace; they become 
increasingly misleading. 

2 Poverty: the facts. The Child Poverty 
Action Group Website: http://
www.cpag.org.uk (accessed July 27, 
2004) has clear definitions. The Chronic 
Poverty Report 2004–05 (Manchester, UK: 
Chronic Poverty Research Centre, 2004) 
is a comprehensive source of informa-
tion about the very poorest people in the 
world. Available online at: http://
www.chronicpoverty.org.

3 World Commission on Environment 
and Development, Our Common Future 
[The Bruntland Report] (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1987) is considered to 
be the source of the concept of sustain-
able development.

4 Ian Moffat, Nick Handley, and Mike 
Wilson, Measuring and Modeling 
Sustainable Development (Carnforth, UK: 
Parthenon Publishing, 2001) includes a 
useful discussion of the meanings of the 
term.

5 Design, in the context of this paper, is the 
design of products and things that are 
used in everyday life including tools and 
equipment, textiles, and other consumer 
products such as clothes. 

© 2006 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Design Issues:  Volume 22, Number 4  Autumn 2006
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and, third, when exported directly. Examples of these craft goods are 
found across the developed world in fair trade catalogs and shops, 
such as Oxfam shops or other fair trade importers.6 The design 
element often consists of “traditional” emblems or motifs, but often 
adapted by developed world designers or advisers for the developed 
market. An example of these goods is the Tripura Tribal Scarf from 
the People Tree Catalog (Winter 2004–05), “a stunning lightweight 
scarf handwoven by the Tripura tribe in the hills of Bangladesh.” 7 
People Tree is a London-based fair trade fashion company that sells 
a wide range of clothing, accessories, and household goods through 
its Website and a mail order catalog. Other goods are designed or 
commissioned by importers, such as the line of jute bags made for 
People Tree by Action Bag Handicrafts in Bangladesh. “Their aim is 
to create long-term job opportunities for poor women, to develop 
business skills, and to produce high-quality goods using ecologi-
cally-sound materials.” 8 Poor producer groups often do not have 
design capabilities in the conventional sense, and little or no knowl-
edge of the market demands of the developed world. Producers, 
especially if female, usually have had little formal schooling and 
may be illiterate. This raises problems about communicating design 
and production requirements, and quality control issues. Despite 
the small size of this market in comparison to more mainstream 
trade, the money earned by poor individuals from participating in 
such schemes can be life changing, and much anecdotal support is 
given to this in the catalogs selling their goods. For example, the 
winter 2004–05 People Tree catalog provides information about the 
producers of their goods, including one of their knitwear suppliers, 
a school in Nepal that provides employment and other support.9 
However, it must be noted that this market is precarious, since it 
largely is fashion-driven and dependent on the sale of ornamental 
or other nonessential goods. Therefore, it is vulnerable to wide 
market fluctuations. Design input often comes from the producers, 
themselves, who have an indigenous knowledge of their particular 
kind of production. But for continuing marketing success, especially 
for the export markets, external design input is needed— usually 
from an aid worker or NGO. The author’s work with the Kusona 
Kwemadzinai embroidery producer group in Zimbabwe showed 
that design innovation and product development, as well as market 
development, came from the foreign aid worker assigned to work-
ing with the women. Unfortunately, this was not sustainable despite 
efforts made to transfer skills, knowledge, and information to the 
members of the group.10 Design and product development, as well 
as marketing skills, for producers who often are illiterate probably 
is unrealistic but the long-term sustainability of this type of produc-
tion must be considered. A systematic assessment of the economic 
benefits of these craft activities is difficult, and other forms of 
economic activity such as selling vegetables might be more profit-

6 For example, in the UK, the Natural 
Collection catalog and Website: 
http://www.naturalcollection.com; or 
People Tree: http://www.peopletree. 
co.uk.

7 People Tree catalog (Winter 2004/2005), 
17.

8 Ibid., 56.
9 Ibid., 68.
10 Angharad Thomas, “Zimbabwean 

Embroideries: An Income-generating 
Project for Mothers of Disabled Children” 
in Text: For the Study of Textile Art, 
Design, and History 25 (Winter, 1997):
12–15.
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able and sustainable, particularly for female producers.11 However, 
under certain conditions, craft production can make a significant 
contribution to poverty alleviation.

Design and Production of Goods by Poor People for Poor People
The poor people of the undeveloped countries produce goods for 
consumption within their own communities. Goods of all kinds 
are made in the informal economies of poor countries, including 
furniture and household goods. Many producers have no design 
capacity, and copy from existing products. Sometimes, designs are 
imported, as in the case of baskets seen by the author in Zimbabwe 
made to a design from the UK. Copying, although a useful way of 
producing goods, does not allow the makers to develop design skills 
to improve their products.

In Brazil, the Grupo de Desenho Industrial e Desenvolvimento 
Sustentável (GDDS) at the Universidade Federal de Campina 
Grande, led by Dr. Luiz Guimarães, has worked with poor commu-
nities on several initiatives, which involve producers and consumers 
in the design process. The group’s philosophy is:

We understand that designers should discard their peculiar 
presumptions if they are really serious about improving 
the low-income populations’ situation. The experiences 
described show that we have to commit ourselves with 
these people because we have much to contribute with the 
solution of their problems. However, we have to be humble 
and recognize that we have much to learn by interacting 
with this community.12

The group, which includes academics and students from the 
University’s product design course, works with the poorest of the 
local population in the region. The first case study reports on a 
project with washerwomen to develop a pedal-powered machine to 
ease the physical burden of their job.13 The project is unusual in its 
participatory approach to a low-status group of users doing manual 
work. Important insights were gained by working closely with the 
user group, and the washing equipment was redesigned in consulta-
tion with the washerwomen: “... with the users suggesting modifica-
tions and improvements related to the utilization of the equipment 
... the washerwomen’s involvement in the design process revealed 
problems that the [outside] investigation alone would not. Economic 
benefits were considered more important than health benefits ....” 14 

The second case study shows participative design using 
waste materials with waste collectors and sorters. In this project, in 
its early stages as reported,15 students from the University worked 
with low-income groups that collect rubbish to design goods that 
will add to the income of these people. 

11 Personal communication from an aid 
worker in Zimbabwe, 1999.

12 Luiz Guimarães and Wagner Batista, 
“Industrial Design for Excluded 
Communities in the Northeastern 
Region of Brazil” (paper presented at the 
Conference of Il Congresso Internacional 
de Pesquisa em Design, Rio de Janeiro, 
October 15–18, 2003).

13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
15 Luiz Guimarães and Wagner Batista, 

“Education for Citizenship: Training 
Product Designers in Northeast Brazil” 
(paper presented at the Conference of 
International Council of Societies of 
Industrial Design, Hanover, Germany, 
2003).
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These Brazilian projects demonstrate that designers, design 
academics, and design students can contribute to the well-being 
and income-generating capacity of poor people, and contribute to 
poverty alleviation if their involvement is managed in an appropri-
ate way.

Design for Poor Markets
The next two examples involve products designed for sale in poor 
or marginalized markets, and in which the design was initiated by 
designers/organizations in developed countries.

The clockwork radio is a landmark product,16 and a good 
example of design for a poor, rural market. It was developed from 
an idea by Trevor Bayliss17 in the UK. It resulted from a series of 
fortuitous meetings both in the UK and South Africa between people 
who believed that it was a product that would make a difference in 
poor people’s lives. In this situation, the inventor, Trevor Bayliss, 
the financier, and the manufacturers acted as change agents. The 
radio is manufactured by a company employing disabled workers. 
The innovative technology made the windup radio an appropriate 
communication tool for reaching a rural audience the South African 
government needed to alert to the AIDS epidemic. The technology 
has been refined, and now is in use in many situations where power 
supplies are not available or unreliable. The technology also has 
been extended and applied to powering flashlights and battery 
chargers.18

The second example of a company making products for a 
“Third World” market is the ExpLAN computer company, a UK 
firm making computers and power systems targeted at low-income 
economies. These are designed in the UK, but eventually will be 
manufactured under license in the consumer countries. According 
to the company’s literature:

Intended Market: Developing Countries in Africa, Southern 
Asia and South America. Objectives: To provide a computer 
technology appropriate for the majority of needs within 
the Third World, using renewable energy resources and 
promoting sustainable development ideals.19 

The company is developing a range of computers for use in remote 
locations with the specific objectives of encouraging trade, enabling 
enhanced communication both from and to the community, fostering 
educational links with schools in developed countries, and providing 
access to medical data including AIDS awareness.

The ExpLAN “Solo” computer is powered by a specially 
designed power source and storage unit, the “SPSU,” which can use 
renewable sources as well as whatever electricity may be available. 
It can be used for other equipment in addition to the Solo computer. 
According to the company’s literature: “The SPSU enables the use 

16 “Clockwork Radio” (video recording) 
(QED) (London: BBC, 1996 videocassette). 

17 Website: http://www.windupradio.com/
trevor.htm (accessed January 6, 2005).

18 Website: http://www.simplyfreeplay. 
co.uk (accessed July 14, 2004).

19 Website: http://www.explan.co,uk/solo/
index.shtml (accessed January 6, 2005).
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of low-wattage electronic devices in remote areas that are not served 
by a mains electricity distribution network.” 20 The company plans 
to assemble the equipment through a series of “cottage industry-
style manufacturing bases.” These will partner with ExpLAN for 
technical support. The ultimate goal of the project is to provide a 
“facilitating technology rather than one that controls or restricts 
opportunities.” 21

Other products designed specifically for consumption by a 
poor market are those developed by the Intermediate Technology 
Development Group (ITDG),22 a UK-based nongovernmental 
organization (NGO) that promotes the development of enabling 
and sustainable machines and tools. Two of ITDG’s development 
projects are for fuel-efficient stoves and solar-powered lanterns, 
both in Kenya, and are documented in Design Without Borders’s 
“Experiences from Incorporating Industrial Design into Projects for 
Development and Humanitarian Aid.” 23

The design of the stove was developed in a participatory way 
with local users to ensure “that community-level needs are incorpo-
rated, and indigenous knowledge is used to full advantage.” 24 It has 
advantages for both its users and producers. Users need less fuel, 
and so save time and effort in collecting wood. The stove can recoup 
its purchase price in less than two months, depending on installa-
tion costs. It is safer and easier to use in the kitchen, and therefore 
contributes to family health because less smoke is produced than 
with a conventional stove. The risk of accidents also is lowered. 
The stove is produced by local women potters who have benefited 
both economically and socially, since they are able to make “decent 
incomes” from stove production. They also have received social 
benefits such as better family relationships because of the income 
gained, and increased self-esteem from taking part in activities 
associated with stove production such as training other potters and 
hosting visitors, national and international.25

The second ITDG-led project is the design and development 
of a solar lantern.26 This project arose from the need across the globe, 
for self-powered electric light sources, since one-third of the world’s 
population has no access to electricity from utilities.27 In Kenya, 
where the solar lantern was researched and pilot-tested, ninety-six 
percent of households use paraffin for lighting. Solar- recharge-
able lighting was identified as an appropriate source of low- cost 
and flexible lighting, so the solar lantern project was started. The 
design specification for this product was drawn up after consulta-
tion with rural communities about their needs, and their opinions 
of existing solar-powered lights and how they could be improved. 
Suitable technologies were chosen for manufacturing, and a number 
of prototype lanterns made. These were distributed to households 
for testing. The consumer reaction to the solar-powered lantern was 
very positive, and it now is in production. Although users were not 

20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
22 Recently renamed “Practical Action,” 

http://www.itdg.org (accessed August 
31, 2005).

23 Design without Borders, A. K. Haugeto 
and S. A. Knutslien, eds. (Oslo: Norsk 
Form, 2004).

24 Rob Aley, “Appropriate Technology and 
Sustainable Human Development” in 
Design without Borders, A. K. Haugeto 
and S. A. Knutslien, eds. (Oslo: Norsk 
Form, 2004), 51–60.

25 Ibid., 53.
26 Ibid., 54.
27 Ibid., 54.
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directly involved with the design of the lamp, their needs were taken 
into account when the specifications were drawn up, and again in 
user testing of the product. The designers were able to fulfil the 
needs of a poor market.

Analysis: How Is Design Making a Contribution to Poverty 
Reduction and Sustainable Development?
This section analyses the contribution made by each design interven-
tion to poverty reduction and four aspects of sustainable develop-
ment: economic, social, environmental, and institutional. Comments 
on each of these are tabulated below.

Throughout these examples, the design input is either from an 
external source or, if it is from a local source, is of low quality since 
local design capabilities are not developed. This is because there is 
little design education or training available in poor countries, and 
especially to the rural poor.

Table 1
Table showing each design intervention and 
its impact on poverty reduction and aspects 
|of sustainable development.

Example and 
design source

Benefi t to poor 
people

Economically 
sustainable

Environmentally 
sustainable

Socially sustain-
able

Institutionally 
sustainable

Craft goods made for 
export
External design input

Enables income 
generation 

Dependent on 
fashion, and diffi cult 
to please consumers 
in distant markets.
Non- essential goods

Yes, in some cases. 
May use available 
natural resources, 
may recycle, or may 
be very light on 
resource input. 

Also social develop-
ment and support can 
be given between 
group members: 
a meal may be 
produced at the 
workplace.

Probably not. De-
pends on the design 
of the project itself. 
Often reliant on a 
single person whose 
input and leadership 
is necessary to drive 
the project.

Craft production, 
informal economy
Internal design input

Income generation Depends on local 
market

Elements of environ-
mental sustainabil-
ity (e.g., if re-cycled 
materials are used) 

Social development 
between group 
members

Possibly, if no NGO 
or donor- funded 
involvement, but 
reliant on personal 
organization.

GDDS, Brazil.
Design input exter-
nal, but participative 

Income generation; 
health benefi ts

Yes Yes, this is consid-
ered in the design of 
the goods.

Social development Depends on special-
ist input of design 
academics and 
students

The clockwork radio
External design input

Income generation 
for producers. Access 
to information.

Yes Makes a contribution 
to environmental 
sustainability, by not 
needing batteries.

Contributes to social 
development: media 
can act as focus for 
communities.

Commercial produc-
tion linked with in-
stitutions supporting 
disabled workforce

ExpLAN computer
External design input

Access to computing 
and information

Yes Yes Aims to encourage 
social development

Will depend on how 
the setup is done at 
the user end 

Stove
designed participa-
tively

Income for producers Yes, producers make 
a living

Reduces wood 
consumption

Social benefi ts for 
producers

Producer groups 
set up

Solar light
External design input

Improved light at 
reduced cost 

Tension between 
development/
commercial needs

Uses solar 
technology

Allows for increased 
social interaction

Depends if it goes 
into commercial 
production
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Comment: Craft Goods Made for Export
Craft production has been shown as a first step in development that 
is linked to the industrialization of the manufacturing process,28 

although it can be argued that it is a sustainable means of produc-
tion for many types of goods for mass markets.29 Craft production 
is strongly favored by the fair trade sector, which often is supported 
by local or international NGOs, but can be susceptible to changing 
market and fashion trends. Most of these goods are nonessential 
ornamental or gift items that are dispensable or able to be made 
elsewhere at a lower price. To be able to compete, a good design 
input—ensuring that goods are produced in colors that will sell, or 
of appropriate sizes—is very important. This market also is typi-
cally oversupplied with far more poor producer groups wanting 
to supply goods than the market will support.30 Although both the 
producer groups and the organization importing them both aim for 
sustainability, particularly economic sustainability, it is unlikely 
to happen in the short term because the design and market input 
usually comes from single individuals who champion the work of 
the group. When the champion moves on, the organization can find 
itself in decline. Examples of this are common throughout southern 
Africa.31 Therefore, this type of activity very often is unsustainable, 
both economically and institutionally. Some projects set themselves 
up with environmental sustainability as a goal, and these may 
succeed on this criteria—paper- making from the bark of a shrub 
that has to be pollarded to encourage biodiversity,32 projects that 
reuse materials in their production, and those that use organic or 
non-environmentally damaging dyestuffs will succeed here. With 
an appropriate design input, many more goods could be designed 
to integrate elements of environmental sustainability.

Craft Production in the Informal Economy
This type of production also can bring benefits to poor producers; 
allowing them to have a livelihood while producing useful goods. 
Craft production in the informal sector without any donor or NGO 
support may be economically sustainable if a market is available; 
say for shopping baskets or for household goods and implements. 
It also can contribute to environmental sustainability if materials are 
recycled, such as those used in the production of the Zimbabwean 
shopping baskets. Institutionally, this sort of small-scale enterprise 
is sensitive to individual inputs, and may be completely informal. 
Socially, as with any group activity, interpersonal relationships can 
hinder or stop production. A design input can give goods a market 
advantage in terms of appearance, functionality, or price if it enables, 
for example, fewer materials to be used in their manufacture. There 
have been examples of professionally-trained designers working 
with producer groups in the informal economy. One such collabo-
ration produced stylish and fashionable furniture that sold well 
in Zimbabwe in the 1990s.33 This type of input is hard to maintain 

28 Gavin Kitching, Development and 
Underdevelopment in Historical 
Perspective (London: Methuen, 1982), 
Chapter 1.

29 John Ballyn, independent consultant 
on craft production, Network of 
Development Researchers Gregynog 
Colloquium, University of Wales, argues 
that craft or artisan production can make 
a large contribution to manufacturing 
output (personal communication, May 
2004).

30 Author’s own experience 1994–1999 
bringing goods from Zimbabwe to UK Fair 
Trade organizations.

31 Weya and Kusona Kwemadzimal women 
visited by author in Zimbabwe in late-
1990s.

32 For example, Mountain Giftwrap from 
One Village: http://www.onevillage.org/
cards-giftwrap.htm (accessed August 21, 
2005).

33 Author’s observations in Zimbabwe, 
1996.
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since the arrangements for collaboration often are only temporary 
and voluntary. It also is very difficult to, and unreasonable to expect 
that, design skills can be transferred, in a limited period of time, to 
otherwise untrained workers.

Work of Grupo de Desenho Industrial e Desenvolvimento 
Sustentável, Brazil
The work of this group is specifically aimed at benefiting the poor 
communities with which it works. Projects aim to be economically 
beneficial, because income comes from selling the goods, so this is 
built into the design of the project. Wherever possible, and this is 
an economic decision as much as an environmental one, materials 
are recycled or reused, making the production environmentally 
sustainable. Since the projects are dependent on a particular group 
of staff and students from the local university, they are, at this 
moment in their development, unsustainable. These links will need 
to be strengthened and institutionalized to ensure sustainability and 
continued development. To help ensure this, the authors recommend 
a participatory approach to any intervention and the identification 
of local innovators in order to develop or create the community’s 
innovative capability.34 A range of skills will have to be learned by 
the producer groups before these activities are sustainable with-
out an external input but, at the same time, the designer must be 
prepared to have a “wider understanding of the socio-economic 
context and of human relationships.” 35 The same is true for many 
poor producer groups, but if a process of education and capacity-
building is undertaken, then this might be feasible. The GDDS is 
aware of these longer-term problems of sustainability, and makes 
comprehensive recommendations about how design interventions 
with poor communities should be approached, some of which have 
been mentioned above. 

The Clockwork Radio 
This has had obvious benefits for many people, including those 
employed in its manufacture and those who are able to receive radio 
broadcasts without having to use unreliable or expensive sources 
of electricity.36 The development of the clockwork radio depended 
on several fortuitous events—the inventor learning that there was a 
need for radios in rural Africa, as well as the acceptance of the project 
by a sympathetic manufacturer. It is now economically sustainable 
and in commercial production. It is environmentally sustainable 
in use because of its wind-up technology, but the environmental 
impact of its manufacture it is not clear. The role of design in the 
form of invention, innovation, problem-solving, and manufacture 
has been crucial in making the clockwork radio a reality, although 
only a part of the overall picture. Design continues to contribute to 
the sustainability of the project, since new models of the radio have 
been produced that are smaller and lighter than the original and 

34 Luiz Guimarães and Wagner Batista, 
“Industrial Design for Excluded 
Communities in the Northeastern 
Region of Brazil” (paper presented at the 
Conference of Il Congresso Internacional 
de Pesquisa em Design, Rio de Janeiro, 
October 15–18, 2003).

35 Ibid.
36 Ibid. and QED video, “The Clockwork 

Radio.”
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available in different colors. The product line also has been expanded 
to include other clockwork equipment such as flashlights and cellu-
lar phone chargers.37 Design input is enabling the Baygen Company 
and its associated nonprofit, the Freeplay Foundation,38 to contrib-
ute to sustainable economic growth and to social and humanitarian 
outcomes for producers and consumers.

ExpLAN Computers Ltd.
For the users, the ExpLAN computer will not make a direct contri-
bution to poverty reduction. It will, however, enable poor people 
access to communication and information via the personal computer. 
However, plans call for production of the units in the countries 
where they will be used, and this will generate local jobs. For the 
users, having access to the ExpLAN computer therefore should 
contribute to sustainable development. The ExpLAN computer has 
sustainability designed into it. It will be economically sustainable, 
use energy sources that are sustainable, and have sustainable social 
development built into the project.39 Plans are in place to ensure 
that production is local and sustainable, and institutionalized in 
local production units. However, it is run by a company with a 
desire for equitable social change that perhaps makes it vulnerable 
to personnel changes. It appears to be sustainable in every aspect, 
although longer-term evaluation will be needed to see if this is the 
case. Ironically, there is no formal design input because the company 
does not employ or use a designer. All of the personnel involved 
in the project come from the technical side of personal computing.40

Work Done by the Intermediate Technology 
Development Group
The fuel-efficient stove development, led by the ITDG, fulfils all the 
requirements of sustainable development. It has led to its producers 
earning viable incomes, thereby contributing to poverty reduction 
and therefore is economically sustainable. And it has reduced wood 
consumption and uses local materials, so it is environmentally 
sustainable. The project is socially sustainable since the producers 
work in groups, and also have received significant social benefits 
themselves from being involved in the stove production. The produc-
tion has been institutionalized in the setting up of formal producer 
groups. Since a participatory approach was used in the development 
of the design and manufacture of the stove, the benefits to users have 
been maximized and the project seems to be making a real contribu-
tion to sustainable development.41 

The participation of communities in (appropriate technol-
ogy) development initiatives can help ensure that results 
will be sustainable after external agencies withdraw—
economically and in terms of human capacity and commit-
ment.42 

37 Website: http://www. 
freeplayenergy.com/index.php?section
=products (accessed August 31, 2005).

38 Website: http://www.freeplayfoundation.
org (accessed November 8, 2005).

39 Information from company Website.
40 Personal communication, 2005.
41 Rob Aley, “Appropriate Technology and 

Sustainable Human Development” in 
Design without Borders, A. K. Haugeto 
and S. A. Knutslien, eds. (Oslo: Norsk 
Form, 2004), 53.

42 Ibid., 54.
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The solar light, also led by the ITDG, is now in production with 
“demand growing rapidly.” 43 It appears to economically sustainable, 
although a conflict has been noted between the needs of the develop-
ment and the commercial sectors in terms of production methods. 
Over the long term, the institutionalization of the production may 
be jeopardized if this is not resolved. In environmental terms, it 
uses solar technology and thus reduces environmentally-damaging 
battery usage; although other aspects of its manufacture have not 
been environmentally assessed for their impact. Industrial designers 
were able to make a significant contribution to the development of 
the lamp by drawing up a comprehensive design brief in consulta-
tion with potential users, by studying existing solar lamps, and by 
using this data in designing their lamp. Subsequent feedback from 
test users was very positive. Designers have been able to contribute 
to an aspect of sustainable development. 

Designing for Sustainable Development and Poverty Reduction
I now want to look across these examples at each aspect of sustain-
able development: economic, environmental, and social in order to 
assess the potential challenges facing designers who wish to make 
a contribution to sustainable development and poverty reduction. 
For designers to have an impact on reducing poverty, the goods they 
design must be economically viable. In many small-scale ventures, 
this is the hardest criterion to meet. Comprehensive knowledge of 
markets and lifestyles is needed when designing goods for export 
markets. Large commercial organizations have the resources to 
provide this information at the point of design and manufacture. The 
fair trade or NGO sectors often do not have this capability, and prod-
ucts from this sector can reflect this lack of input. However, many of 
the organizations involved in designing for poverty reduction have 
environmental sustainability at their heart. All of the seven examples 
given have at least an element of environmental sustainability, and 
several have more than that. Most projects do not have the benefit of 
measured environmental impact or life-cycle analysis, even though 
this would be the ideal. All of the design initiatives documented have 
social benefits for the participants. It is impossible to tell, without a 
long-term study, what the effects of this will be, and whether or not 
it will be sustainable over the longer term, say ten to fifteen years. 
Designing for institutional sustainability is harder to measure, and it 
seems that many of the examples may not be institutionally sustain-
able because they depend on a particular person or group of people 
for their existence and continuation. These people are value-driven, 
and believe strongly in what they are doing. Unless there are plans 
for the future, organizations can become vulnerable if these driving 
forces are no longer available to work with them. 43 Ibid., 57.
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Conclusions
Apart from the few exceptions documented, the extremely poor do 
not constitute a market for designed or designer goods. To live on 
$1 a day, which I take as the definition of absolute poverty, and on 
which 1.2 billion people currently are surviving globally, precludes 
any choice of goods. Contrast this with someone of means in the 
developed world where it is possible to have all sorts of material 
goods designed to one’s personal desires: houses, clothes, appliances, 
automobiles, and all types of luxury consumer goods. The very poor 
may work to produce goods that are designed for consumption in the 
developed world. They also may use goods that have been designed 
and discarded by the developed world. And they may, through the 
actions of an NGO, use tools that have been designed to alleviate 
their poverty. The poor are not without design and designed goods, 
but their choice of them is severely curtailed. The examples given 
in this paper show that, used in appropriate ways by designers and 
others, as agents of change, design can be brought into the lives of 
poor people and improve their livelihoods by increasing income and 
making available to them better goods, products, and equipment. 

Recently, there has been an articulation of awareness that 
the poor can form a significant market for goods and services. This 
argument is made by C. K. Prahalad in The Fortune at the Bottom of 
the Pyramid.44 Although design is a component of many of the case 
studies presented by Prahalad, such as the development of the Jaipur 
Foot, a prosthetic lower limb that is provided and serviced free to 
those who need it, design inputs are not identified or included in the 
analysis, although design must have taken place during its develop-
ment. There is a need for design to be recognized and identified in 
these situations, so that it can be credited for what it enables people 
to do, and applied again in other contexts as in the Brazilian example 
quoted earlier in this paper.

Although not in the majority of the “design world,” some 
designers are prepared and interested to take on work for minorities 
or for social good. In graphic design and advertising, sectors of the 
design world most highly commercialized, there has long been a 
tradition of pro bono work in which design for charities or campaigns 
is done free of charge or at reduced rates. In “The Weaving of Design 
and Community,” Julie Baugnet45 gives examples of designers in the 
State of Minnesota in the U.S. working on projects that benefit a 
variety of local communities. Other interventions have been docu-
mented in Conscientious Objectives: Designing for an Ethical Message,46 
although only one of the examples given is directly relevant to the 
global alleviation of poverty, and that only of historical interest.47 
However, there is the general sense that the world is facing very 
massive problems, and that the design community is not addressing 
them in the way that it might. There are both UK and global groups 
interested in design in a developmental context, as well as active 
constituencies of eco-designers. If these groups can raise awareness 

44 Coimbatore Krishna Prahalad, The 
Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: 
Eradicating Poverty through Profits 
(Upper Saddle River, NJ: Wharton School 
Publishing, 2005).

45 Julie Baugnet, “The Weaving of Design 
and Community” in Citizen Designer: 
Perspectives on Design Responsibility, 
S. Heller and V. Vienne, eds. (New York: 
Allworth Press, 2003), 95–99.

46 John Cranmer and Yolanda Zappaterra, 
Conscientious Objectives: Designing for 
an Ethical Message (Mies, Switzerland: 
RotoVision, 2003).

47 The example of a birth control campaign 
for illiterate people in Bangladesh dating 
from the 1970s is presented by Studio 
Dunbar, Holland.
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among the global design world, and especially at a design education 
level, the dominant consumer culture of design could be challenged. 
Within the context of global capitalism, there are niche markets and 
means of production that can alleviate the lot of the extremely poor; 
and the existence and growth of the fair trade48 initiatives is evidence 
of this. Although activity in this sector is mainly in foodstuffs, there 
still is an opportunity for design input, for example, in packaging. 
Designers who do work in these niches are far removed from the 
“designer as star” world of design- driven consumption.49 Designers 
who are value-driven need to link with each other to share their 
experiences and projects. This is happening in the UK with the 
formation of the Cardiff Group,50 and on the Internet in discussion 
groups such as the designindevelopment one hosted by Yahoo, and 
Think Cycle, Open and Collaborative Design,51 and in Norway with 
the nongovernmental organization Norsk Form.52 There will be a 
UK seminar series during 2005–07 entitled: “Educating Designers 
for Global Citizenship,” in which design educators and practitio-
ners from Brazil, Southern Africa, India, the U.S., and the UK will 
be able to network and share ideas about the role of the designer in 
enabling sustainable development; and how design education can 
contribute to raising the awareness of design students of global chal-
lenges. The author’s own work in design education indicates that 
students are interested in the ways in which design can contribute 
to the common good. 

Schemes such as the RSA Design competitions in the UK, in 
which student designers are challenged with briefs for designing 
around social issues including climate change and emergency relief, 
indicates that this is the case.53 Value-driven designers need networks 
and support mechanisms in the design industry so that they can 
share their ideas and work more effectively in support of the ideals 
in which they believe.

48 Fair Trade Foundation: http://www. 
fairtrade.org.uk (accessed August 31, 
2005).

49 Typified by the London Festival of Design, 
September 2005: http://www.london
designfestival.com (accessed August 
31, 2005).

50 Website: http://www.thecardiffgroup.
org.uk.

51 Website: http://www.thinkcycle.org/
home (accessed November 8, 2005).

52 Website: http://www.norskfoorm.no 
(accessed August 31, 2005).

53 Website: http://www.thersa.org.uk/
rsadesign/designdirections/index.html 
(accessed November 8, 2005).
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The Bauhaus Context: Typography 
and Graphic Design in France
Roxane Jubert

[...] for the letter is the site where all graphic abstractions converge.

[...] since humankind began to write, what sort of games has the letter not 
been the point of departure for! Take a letter: you will see its secret become 
deeper [...] throughout its [...] infinite associations where you will find 
everything, the whole world: its history, yours.

[...] an art, the typographical art, abandoned by our grand culture.
Roland Barthes1 

Previously used above all as a medium intended to make language visible, 
typography revealed its own visual qualities and disclosed the possibility 
of a specific expression. [...] moreover, the typographical revolution was not 
an isolated event: it took up the cause of a new socio-political consciousness 
and, in fact, accompanied the foundation of a cultural renewal. 

 [...] the typographical choices [of the Bauhaus] [...] appear as unique and 
revolutionary in the history of typography. [...] the new typography [...] 
is anchored in a new conception of technology, in its own functions as a 
medium for communication, in its social and humanistic role, and in its 
relations to the other arts of the period.
Herbert Bayer2

And it is well known that France [...] did not play a vital part in what may 
well be called the “typographical revolution,” related to the movement 
known as the Bauhaus.
Roger Chatelain3 

As the visual inscription of language and the imprint of thought, 
typography conceals the stakes that are overlooked by the whole 
question of design. Roland Barthes’s epigraph well expresses that 
state of existing in a singular world, warily loaded with meta-mean-
ings. That knowledge of the fundamental nature of the letter and 
the forces at work in it permit a view of typography in the work of 
artists from the first decades of the twentieth century as something 
other than a radical aesthetic phenomenon exciting fascination or 
repulsion. Doubtless, one must first of all consider the frenzied 
pursuit to express the Zeitgeist, and appreciate the interactions of 
an artistic scene that was quite out of the ordinary. With its spatio-

1 Roland Barthes, “Erté ou A la lettre” in 
Erté (Parma: F. M. Ricci, 1972), after-
wards cited in: Œuvres completes (Paris: 
Eds. du Seuil, 1993–), vol. 2, Paris 1994, 
1222–1240; 1228 and 1231 for the first 
citation, 1239 for the second.

2 Herbert Bayer, “On Typography” (1967), 
cited in Arthur Cohen, Herbert Bayer 
(Cambridge/London: MIT Press, 1984), 
350–352, and 350; and for the second 
citation, Herbert Bayer, “Typography and 
Design at the Bauhaus” (1971), cited in 
Cohen (1984), 352–354, and 352. 

3 Roger Chatelain, “Si l’École Estienne 
m’était contée ...” in Typografische 
Monatsblätter/Revue Suisse de 
l’imprimerie 3:2001: 10–11. It should 
be noted that Roger Chatelain, 
former Editor-in-Chief of the journal 
Typografische Monatsblätter/Revue 
Suisse de l’imprimerie, endeavored to 
throw light on Franco-German relations 
in typography, notably launching some 
broadsides and pointing out disagree-
ments in the journal.
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This essay on the reception of Bauhaus 
typography and its environment in France was 
originally published in French under the title 
“Typographie & Graphisme: Dissemblances, 
Dissonances ... Disconvenance? La France en 
Marge de la Révolution Typographique” in Le 
Bauhaus et la France, 1919–1940, edited by 
Isabelle Ewig, Thomas W. Gaehtgens, and 
Matthias Noell (Berlin: Akademie Verlag/
Centre allemand d’histoire de l’art, 2002), 
163–188. [Collection of essays in French 
or German]. See Roger Chatelain’s review, 
“Précieux éclairages sur ‘le Bauhaus et la 
France,’” in Typografische Monatsblätter 3 
(2003): 5–8.

English translation by John Cullars.
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temporal situation and its goals, the Bauhaus was able to imbue 
itself with European “isms” and set itself up as an experimental 
laboratory. Typography, graphics, and photography experienced 
visible developments there which were indissoluble from their 
exceptional flowering within the Weimar Republic. Carried away 
by the utopia of universality and by a communicational ideal, these 
practices became the object of an unprecedented craze throughout 
the heart of Europe, to the rhythm of strong and constant shared 
activities.4 Thus, many external dynamics sprang from the Bauhaus 
typography and related activities—the influences of De Stijl and of 
constructivism were notably decisive in the early 1920s.5 Enthusiasm 
spread well beyond the borders of Central and Western Europe—the 
typographers themselves were dreaming of transnational forms. 
“Come and study at the bauhaus!” [sic] was a slogan displayed in 
eight languages, including French (“venez étudier à Bauhaus!”[sic]) in 
the school’s journal.6 

Off to the side of that Central European effervescence spread 
by the changes in graphic design and typography, France followed 
the experiments with a certain reserve. Was it straightforward 
aesthetic differences? Inertia? Reticence? It is hard to find an answer 
without invoking yesterday’s enemy—”the four Peignot brothers,” 
died on the battlefield during World War I, and Cassandre’s elder 
brother, Henri, died in 1914 at the very beginning of the war—the 
ascendancy of Germanophobia, and visceral nationalism. In France, 
some of the most important names in typography effectively 
defended a strong patriotic approach throughout the twentieth 
century (and some German typographers between the two world 
wars did the same.) 7 Here are a few samples. In 1901, Francis 
Thibaudeau evoked the “French style in modern typography.” 8 He 
explained that: “Once again, one must define the French spirit: all 
joy and beauty, clarity and elegance [...] is in this manner assured for 
the future.” Thibaudeau published his Manuel français de typographie 
moderne [French Manual of Modern Typography] in 1924. There also 
was Marius Audin’s Le Livre français [The French Book] in 1930. At the 
same time, in the east, typography largely was considered in terms 
of exchanges beyond national boundaries. Other French fragments, 
later but in the same vein: Maximilien Vox and Ladislas Mandel 
calling upon “Latin graphic arts” and “Latin writing.” Charles 
Peignot evoked “the glory of French typography.” Vox again: “The 
typographic fireworks [in France] that illuminated the 1920s and 
30s.” In a work published in 1982, Georges Bonnin, then director 
of the Imprimerie Nationale, envisioned “a constructive reflection 
upon a new ‘defense and illustration’ of French typography.” Lure’s 
Rencontres internationales [International Encounters] would publish 
Défense et illustration de la typographie française [Defense and Illustration 
of French Typography] (conference papers from 1993). Everything 
went on as if the word “typography” in France should naturally be 
qualified by the epithet “French.” From this nationalistic defense, 

4 In the Netherlands, the USSR, Poland, 
Germany, and Czechoslovakia; then in 
Switzerland and Italy.

5 De Stijl and constructivism had signifi-
cant repercussions in Germany, as on the 
Bauhaus. Beginning in 1922, Théo van 
Doesburg proposed De Stijl courses at 
Weimar, which were attended by most of 
the students of the Bauhaus. Elsewhere, 
the first Russian art exhibition was held 
in Berlin in 1922.

6 Bauhaus 2:3 (1928): 29. See also note 40.
7 Far from the Bauhaus’s ambition for 

internationalization, one finds the expres-
sion of typographical nationalism in 
Germany with Rudolf Koch, Fritz Helmut 
Ehmcke, and even with Paul Renner. 
See Koch, cited in Hans Peter Willberg’s 
“Fraktur and Nationalism” in Peter Bain 
and Paul Shaw, Blackletter: Type and 
National Identity (New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1998), 40–48, 43: 
“German script is like a symbol of the 
inherent mission of the German people 
who, among all civilized races, must [...] 
act as a living model and example of 
its unique, distinctive, and nationalistic 
character in all manifestations of life.” 
Ehmcke, cited in Yvonne Schwemmer-
Scheddin’s “Broken Images” in Willberg 
(1998), 50–67, 59: “Just like Gothic 
design in other arts, Gothic lettering 
appears primarily wherever virile German 
manhood is symbolized by fighting, creat-
ing nations and building.”; Renner, cited 
in Roger Chatelain’s “Paul Renner sous 
les feux de l’histoire” in Typografische 
Monatsblätter/Revue Suisse de 
l’imprimerie 5 (2000): 9: “Each people 
[...] has the typeface that it deserves [...]. 
And what should our typeface be if not 
the expression of the true, the authentic 
German soul?”

8 An important figure in the world of typog-
raphy in France, Francis Thibaudeau was 
in charge of composition services at the 
Peignot foundry. He penned many classic 
works on typography.
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chronic isolationism was born, leading to minimal exchange across 
the French-German border. Why did such a situation exist when 
exchanges among the Soviets, the Dutch, the Hungarians, Germans, 
or Poles spread so readily? The geopolitical situation and relations 
with Germany can only partially explain the phenomenon, since 
many Dutch, Russian, or Czech graphic innovations also did not 
make much of a splash in France.

Big Deviations and Little Echoes
A comparative survey of the principal figures of graphic design and 
typography in France and in Germany between the two world wars 
shows a strong disproportion and marked divergences. Graphic 
artists, designers, poster makers, typographers, or those in the fine 
arts followed very different trajectories in the two countries. At the 
Bauhaus, three figures distinguished themselves by their teaching 
as much as by their practice: László Moholy-Nagy, Herbert Bayer, 
and Joost Schmidt. Let us mention in passing some of the numerous 
figures then active in Germany: Jan Tschichold, Kurt Schwitters, 
the dadaist Raoul Hausmann, El Lissitzky, Paul Renner, Walter 
Dexel, Max Burchartz, Johannes Canis, Rudolf Koch, Jakob Erbar, 
Friedrich Vordemberge-Gildewart, César Domela, and Théo van 
Doesburg. Most of them were multifaceted artist-designers who 
were not trained in typography—the works of Moholy-Nagy and 
of Schwitters are emblematic of that singular richness inherent in 
the age.9 Moholy-Nagy and Joost Schmidt, who were very involved 
with the Bauhaus visual communication, also directed the metal and 
sculpture studios.

In France, the situation was radically different. Exceptional 
French graphic artists at the time can be counted on the fingers of 
one hand, and must be considered somewhat isolated figures.10 
Their work primarily was on posters. Here one finds “the 3 Cs”—
Cassandre (Adolphe Jean-Marie Mouron being the dominant figure), 
Jean Carlu, Paul Colin—and Charles Loupot. In a parallel develop-
ment, the type foundry Deberny & Peignot supported typographic 
creation (fonts and publications).11 Charles Peignot, who took on the 
artistic direction of the establishment in 1923, notably used some 
experimental type fonts by Cassandre and founded the journal 
Arts et Métiers graphiques [The Arts and Graphic Professions] in 1927.12 
The foundry particularly benefited from the active contributions of 
Maximilien Vox (the pseudonym of Samuel Monod, who published 
Maurras’s L’Avenir de l’Intelligence française [The Future of French 
Intelligence] in 1942 in Nouveaux Destins de I’Intelligence française).13 

The French and German typographical scenes seem to have 
had very few things in common. Their links, while perceptible, 
are suggested but never asserted. Here and there, nonetheless, 
some traces of reciprocal reception can be seen: furtive exchanges, 
brief meetings, and a few trips. On the French side, Cassandre and 
Charles Peignot discovered the Bauhaus and German graphic artists. 

9 See Herbert Bayer’s “Typography and 
Design at the Bauhaus” (1971), cited 
in Cohen (1984), page 353, where he 
himself explains that retrospectively 
“It was much easier to undo traditional 
concepts since most of us had not 
received professional training as typog-
raphers and thus were not limited by 
received ideas.” 

10 Cassandre and Charles Loupot worked 
together beginning in 1930 under the 
name of Alliance Graphique, but the part-
nership did not last.

11 The main foundry for letters in France, 
founded in 1923 and closed in 1972, 
becoming part of Girard & Company 
foundries—formerly the Deberny 
Foundry—and Peignot & Company. 
Balzac, once a printer and editor, bought 
the J. G. Gillé Foundry, which later was 
renamed Deberny & Company, in associa-
tion with the type-founder Laurent. 

12 Charles Peignot managed the foundry 
from 1939 to 1972.

13 See Un homme de lettre, Maximilien Vox 
et al., eds. (Paris: Agence culturelle de 
Paris, 1994), 140.
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Their reception was enthusiastic. Many publications now forgotten 
testify to this. In 1929, Cassandre published an edifying panorama 
of European avant-garde publicity that reflected the “new typogra-
phy.” 14 Of the forty-nine documents included, seventeen were by 
artist-designers working in Germany; among them Moholy-Nagy, 
Bayer, Tschichold, Baumeister, Molzahn, Dexel, and Burchartz. 
Included were posters, ads, covers, photomontages, and even 
examples of graphic art applied to architecture. Other documents 
illustrated what was being done in Poland, Czechoslovakia, France, 
Austria, Switzerland, Great Britain, and the United States. More than 
one-third of the chosen examples came from Germany: Cassandre 
certainly took an accurate measure of what had been taking place 
there since the late 1920s. His publication, which consisted mainly 
of a collection of images, limited prose explications to a brief intro-
duction. (It seems likely that little information was available to 
Cassandre; otherwise, he probably would have taken advantage 
of it.)15 

The second testimonial was published somewhat later. 
Charles Peignot, who had met and conversed with Gropius, went 
to visit the Bauhaus in the early 1930s.16 In the magazine Vu [Sight] 
in 1932, he devoted several paragraphs to the “Dessau school” in an 
article on professional education in Germany17 in which he succinctly 
introduced the Bauhaus in its totality with no reservations. He also 
evoked the “elevated standard of current production with our 
neighbors,” and concluded by discussing the relative inadequacy of 
such teaching in France. “The design of type fonts,” “typography,” 
“letters,” and “the poster” then figured in the details of the program 
for his course. His initial apprehensions about the trip to Germany 
did not prevent Peignot from having a positive and perceptive view 
of the school.18 Yet, he did not make the case for the Bauhaus’s typo-
graphical experiments, which would have been a challenge to the 
eyes of the French. There is more evidence that the new typography 
was known and appreciated in France at that time. In a 1930 publica-
tion, Maurice Thireau made the case that “The Germans everywhere 
now practice so-called ‘elementary’ typography, that is, typography 
restored to its basic elements. Jean Tschichald [sic] of Munich is the 
spokesman for that school and for the numerous disciples who 
espouse its theories in Holland, Czechoslovakia, Russia, and France. 
[...] In France, ‘elementary’ typography made [...] its appearance, 
and the apostles of Jean Tschichald [sic] are represented by Théodore 
[sic] Van Doesburg and Tristan Tzara.” 19 The same year, the journal 
Arts et Métiers graphiques published Tschichold’s text, “Qu’est-ce 
que la nouvelle typographie et que veut-elle?” [“What Is the New 
Typography and What Does It Want?”], which was adorned with 
reproductions of works by Moholy-Nagy, Lissitzky, Tschichold, 
Domela, etc.20 

14 See A. M. Cassandre, Publicité (Paris: 
Charles Moreau, 1929) (L’Art interna-
tional d’aujourd’hui, vol. 12). 

15 In his introduction, Cassandre underlines 
the new presence of publicity: “The 
language of publicity has barely been 
born, but it has been born. [...] The goal of 
this work is not to give a complete image 
of contemporary international public-
ity. [...] We have simply tried to gather 
together some of the most representative 
works that have come our way.”

16 His article does not specify a visit to the 
institution, but Lionel Richard specifies 
in his Encyclopédie du Bauhaus (Paris: 
Somogy, 1985), 247, that “Charles 
Peignot [...] visited the school.” Moreover, 
document 6-F-0073-77, preserved 
in the Stiftung Bauhaus Dessau, 
Schriftenarchiv, Nachlass Mies van der 
Rohe, mentions Peignot’s visit, among 
those of other Frenchmen in 1931/32. We 
thank Elke Mittmann for this information.

17 Charles Peignot, “L’enseignement profes-
sionnel,” Vu (L’énigme allemande) 213 
(1932): 546–548 and 580.

18  Fernand Baudin reports that Maximilien 
Vox was in a position to pressure Charles 
Peignot to go to Frankfurt concerning 
the purchase of the rights for Futura at 
the Bauer foundry. See Roger Chatelain, 
“Réactions relatives à Paul Renner et au 
Futura,” Typographische Monatsblätter/
Revue Suisse de l’imprimerie 1 (2001): 
14–16.

19 Maurice Thireau, L’Art Moderne et la 
Graphie (Paris: Bureau de l’Edition, 
1930), 101–102. The publisher of this 
work, Le Bureau de l’Édition, also 
published Francis Thibaudeau’s La Lettre 
d’Imprimerie. See below.

20 See Jan Tschichold, “Qu’est-ce que la 
nouvelle typographie et que veut-elle?” 
Arts et Métiers graphiques 4 (1930): 
46–52.
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Also in 1930, Cahiers d’art made the case for “a school of 
modern art,” where “there are classes on publicity (J. Schmidt) [and] 
on photography (Peterhans).” 21 In 1929, the same journal published 
an article by Moholy-Nagy, illustrated by his photographic investiga-
tions. It mentions, in passing, the influence of cubism. (He expresses 
an admiration for Cézanne’s work22, as does Renner). Later, in the 
same number of Cahiers d’art, Christian Zervos—the editor of the 
journal—mentioned the exhibit of Bayer’s paintings at the Parisian 
gallery Povolozky: “He is a young artist, whom I met on my visit to 
the Bauhaus at Dessau, where he teaches typography, who is exhib-
iting for the first time in Paris.” 23 These diverse testimonials prove 
that France was well aware around 1929–30 of the experiments at the 
school in Dessau—as well as Central European New Typography. 
However, none of the publications offered a genuine explanation of 
this foreign typography, as if the phenomenon had been noticed but 
not truly appreciated.

Typography from beyond the Rhine found some other ways 
of entering France. The works of the Bauhaus were presented for the 
first time in France in the German Section exhibit of the Deutscher 
Werkbund at the Grand Palais in 1930.24 The exhibit was assigned 
to Gropius, assisted by Breuer, Bayer, and Moholy-Nagy; and the 
catalogue, which was printed entirely without uppercase letters, 
was conceived by Bayer. That work, like the exhibit, presented its 
“system of unique characters” (einheitsschrift). Interestingly, we 
find at the end of the catalogue that Bayer lived on Paris Street in 
Berlin. Along with the publications, the German presence in French 
exhibitions remained sporadic. In 1937, one found Paul Renner on a 
jury for the selection of fine books, organized along the plan of the 
International Exhibition.

The different indications of reception are limited most often to 
a few bits of information or exchanges of specific information, which 
manifestly did not foster any strong influence. However, it seems 
clear that French sensibility was ready to accept the new typogra-
phy. As proof, Futura type, merchandised under the name “Europe” 
by the Deberny & Peignot foundry in 1930, enjoyed some success. 
Futura, designed by Paul Renner and marketed in 1927, turned out 
to be an emblematic typeface for the aesthetic ideals of the Bauhaus. 
Renner was not a member of the Bauhaus, but the first sketches of his 
alphabet revealed preoccupations that were very close to those of its 
members; geometric forms constituted the first visible structure of its 
character, just as with the then unpublished experimental alphabets 
of Bayer (Universal), Josef Albers (stencils and combinatory writ-
ing [Kombinationsschrift]),25 and Joost Schmidt. Strongly criticized 
by the advocates of designed rather than constructed typography, 
Futura nonetheless represented a synthesis of the aspirations of the 
moment that were sufficiently toned down to communicate with 
the masses. 

21 Will Grohmann, “Une école d’art 
moderne: Le ‘Bauhaus’ de Dessau: 
Académie d’une plastique nouvelle,” 
Cahiers d’art 5 (1930): 273–274.

22  See László Moholy-Nagy, “La photog-
raphie, ce qu’elle était, ce qu’elle devra 
être,” Cahiers d’art 4 (1929): 28–33.

23 Christian Zervos, “Herbert Bayer 
ß(Galerie Povolozky),” Cahiers d’art 4 
(1929): 56.

24 See the chapter devoted to that 
exhibition in Le Bauhaus et la France, 
1919–1940, Isabelle Ewig, Thomas W. 
Gaehtgens, and Matthias Noell, eds. 
(Berlin: Akademie Verlag/Centre alle-
mand d’histoire de l’art, 2002).

25 Kombinationsschrift [combinatory writ-
ing], composed of modular forms, consti-
tutes an example of montage work that is 
visible as three geometric forms.
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Though it may seem heretical to those who think of the letter 
as exclusively the issue of natural movement and knowing gesture, 
Futura nevertheless may be seen as the realization of social ideals: 
on the one hand, the fierce will to simplify the letter by removing 
all its particularity or historical connotations to facilitate the daring 
production of an “elementary” archetypical form; and, on the other 
hand, the desire, distinctly expressed by some, to come up with a 
transnational alphabet.26 Upon crossing the border and becoming 
“Europe,” 27 Futura lost the expression of its projection into the 
future—the reflection of utopias and Central European experimen-
tal fumblings that France kept at a distance. One may then advance 
the hypothesis that this indirect reception of a typography that 
resonated with the Bauhaus presupposed a certain aesthetic appre-
ciation, but that it rested first of all on a commercial plan, confirmed 
by the success of “Europe” type, which remained a type that sold 
particularly well for three decades at the Deberny & Peignot foundry. 
How can we explain the fact that the aesthetic-commercial value of 
Futura could triumph at the same time as a specific (typo)graphical 
phenomenon, in which Futura played a central symbolic role, was 
overshadowed?

The graphic arts and typography of the Bauhaus, and a 
fortiori, the new typography, probably did not find truly favor-
able reception in France. On each side, the border was palpable. 
Cassandre, for example, in the 1930s received commissions from 
England, the Netherlands, Italy, Switzerland, and the United States; 
but apparently not from Germany. The monograph devoted to 
Charles Loupot pointed out that “... in the 1920s (and well after 
that) everything that was German or, by extension, Germanic [...] 
was considered suspect.”28 How can one explain such a reservation 
when the German scene, so near at hand, was overflowing with 
unheard of richness, and with the principle of exchange flooding 
through Europe? The French graphic arts culture then did not seem 
too disposed towards an encounter with that doubtless disconcerting 
modernism. As early as 1930, Maximilien Vox showed the first signs 
of panic: “The shadow of Dr. Caligari is reaching out from Germany. 
After having momentarily played with the rare dissonances and the 
cocktails of lowercase, French typography, in sure hands, is follow-
ing its true course.” 29 

Inversely, from France to Germany, it appears that the transfer 
of knowledge and practices did not go any further. Symmetrically, 
one finds here and there in Germany a few small influences of French 
graphic design in exhibits and in the press. As for the Bauhaus itself, 
Charles Peignot’s visit would be the only point of contact attesting to 
a French typographical presence. But it was this school as an entity 
that caught his attention. At the moment that he made his case in 
the magazine Vu, the Bauhaus’s typography and graphic design 
already had been conceived in their essentials. With its own printed 
production (stationery, books, posters, magazines, etc.), as well as 

26 See Christopher Burke, Paul Renner 
(London: Hyphen, 1998), 105, according 
to which “Renner tried to design a type 
linked with the concept of universality 
but always had in mind the particular 
needs of the German language [...] 
and described Futura as ‘an eminently 
German letter.’”

27 See Chatelain 2001 (Réaction), 15, where 
he made the hypothesis that the French 
name of Futura, “Europe,” served to 
“mask its Germanic origins.”

28 Christophe Zagrodski and Charles Loupot, 
Loupot (Paris: Cherche Midi, 1998), 18.

29 Maximilien Vox, “Dix ans de publicité,” 
Plaisir de bibliophile 22 (1930), cited in 
Fernand Baudin, Dossier Vox (Association 
des Compagnons de Lure, Belgium: R. 
Magermans,1975), 104. 
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external commissions to fill, it would have been hard to overlook 
the school.30 In fact, one could well be astonished at Peignot’s discre-
tion on this subject because, in one way or another, he would have 
been aware that something special was going on at the Bauhaus. 
Moreover, it would have been surprising if some discussion of 
the typography from Dessau had not taken place, given Peignot’s 
professional network in France (Cassandre, Vox, etc.) On his part, 
Vox, from 1929 on, proclaimed the new role for typography, though 
always associated with his patriotism: “As to type fonts, a new inter-
nationalization is taking place [...]. It is not impossible that France, 
with its innate sense of proportion, will see the birth of twentieth 
century type [...].” 31 

Other links could be shown between France and Germany, 
and other areas of interest indicated, but they always were just as 
tenuous. Thus, one finds Cassandre among the members invited by 
the Ring neue Werbegestalter [Circle of new advertising artists] in 1928 
and 1929, and he participated in this way in the new typography 
exhibits in Magdeburg, and in Berlin, in 1929. (The few writings 
devoted to Cassandre seem reticent on this subject.) His name 
occurs just below that of Bayer on printed material of that time, 
and the symbolic proximity of the two names hardly makes up for 
an encounter that did not really take place. (Also mentioned are 
Moholy-Nagy, Dexel, Burchartz, Tschichold, etc.) The information 
available on Cassandre does not make the case for a possible trip 
across the Rhine. The word “Bauhaus” appears here and there, and 
Cassandre would have been aware of the activities of the school 
since 1919. If he seems to have been the first with a lasting German 
interest, his French peers, for their part, apparently held little place 
in the German press. Thus, in 1929, Die Form (Form) published “Das 
Plakat in Paris” (“The Poster in Paris”). Here one found reproduc-
tions of posters by four main figures of the era (Cassandre, Loupot, 
Carlu, and Paul Colin), as well as an instructive commentary on 
their work.32 

Simultaneous Dissonances
Corroborating the weakness of the reception, French and German 
typographic practices show many divergences, in spite of chrono-
logical proximity. In the early 1920s, a (typo)graphic renewal took 
place simultaneously on either side of the Rhine, with the year 1923 
as a symbolic threshold. First of all, that year marked a profound 
reorientation of the first Bauhaus, which departed from its expres-
sionistic and artisanal attachments to adhere to a new motto, “Art 
and Technique: A New Unity.” (The Bauhaus would integrate its own 
typographic printing office two years later, at which time graphic 
expression would truly find its place.) The year 1923 equally marked 
the beginning of a renewal in France. A young generation of graphic 
artists began to stand out in the affiliation of painter-poster makers 
from the end of the previous century.33 Cassandre owed the beginning 

30 With the reservation that hypothetical 
archives offer proof of the opposite view.

31 Maximilien Vox, “Typographie,” Art et 
Décoration 56 (1929): 172.

32 See Roger Ginsburger, “Das Plakat in 
Paris,” Die Form 4 (1929): 583–585, as 
well as the article by Jean-Louis Cohen 
in the same volume.\

33 The Frenchman Jules Chéret, active from 
1866, is considered to be the father of 
the modern poster.
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of his renown to his poster, “Au Bûcheron” [“To the Woodcutter”], 
which dates precisely from 1923. Loupot’s career in France equally 
took off in 1923 with his “Voisin” posters for the eponymous auto-
mobiles. Both were surprising. Moreover, the “Bûcheron” graphics34 
attracted ferocious criticism from Le Corbusier: “An uproar is in the 
streets. [...] When one falls ‘into the modern,’ one can fall very low.”35 
In such a context, how can we imagine that the much more radical 
experimentation of the Bauhaus movement could find a favorable 
reception in France? Where the French poster makers perpetuated 
a pictorial, designed tradition; the Bauhaus was eager to break with 
pre-existing codes. The school adhered to new (typo)graphic orienta-
tions shared by German, Russian, and Dutch professional graphic 
designers. 

Just as abstract art investigated the formal qualities of 
painting—color, line, surface, etc.—so too, typography tackled 
directly the concepts of contrast, tension, asymmetry, proportions, 
etc. French graphic design, which only skirted these concepts, did 
not grasp them in as direct a manner. Sometimes, designers even 
seemed not to know them. The divergences can be specified. For 
the European actors of the new typography, the association of type 
and photography offered new perspectives. Moholy-Nagy forged 
the notion of the “typophoto” in 1925, having begun to experiment 
with the two modes of expression in the early 1920s.36 In Berlin, 
publicity and photography studios of the Bauhaus were united. In 
this new approach, manual illustration was assimilated to a skill 
that the machine age had rendered obsolete. The French, far from 
these revolutionary orientations, reinvented the design tradition. 
Cassandre only very rarely used photography.37 His fellow poster 
makers also were attached to design, often generating text and image 
in the same gesture. It is, perhaps, the introduction of photography, 
a body alien to the text, that promoted the consciousness of “white 
space”—or, more precisely, the space that was not imprinted—in 
Germany, Russia, and the Netherlands, thus affirming the break with 
the pro-symmetrical equilibrium. At the Bauhaus, graphic artists 
touted asymmetry, breaks in scale, the hierarchy of reading levels, 
effects of contrast, etc. Seeking clarity and effectiveness, they sought 
to translate a new textual mise en scène, attached to the expressivity 
of the mute “image.”

Such iconographic choices reflect two different conceptions 
of typography. There are other disparities still to be noted. On the 
French side, these arise above all from the graphic and typographic 
creation of a large number of posters and some type fonts—notably 
Cassandre’s; among them Bifur, Acier, and Peignot.38 Moreover, 
Cassandre would be “the first poster maker who was interested in 
this subject.” 39 In Germany, at the Bauhaus as elsewhere, the heat of 
the moment and interdisciplinary research stimulated the approach 
to all kinds of graphic and typographic objects: visual identities, 
books and journals, posters, the alphabet, experimental composi-

34 Cassandre produced several variations of 
the poster Au Bûcheron, the first dating 
from 1923.

35 Le Corbusier, cited in Henri Mouron, A. 
M. Cassandre (Geneva/New York: Rizzoli, 
1985), 26.

36 See László Moholy-Nagy, “Typo-Photo,” 
Typografische Mitteilungen Special 
Number (October 1925): 202–205, 
where he explains: “The typo-photo is 
the most precise image of information 
[...].” In Photographie et société (Paris: 
Eds. du Seuil, 1974), 187, Gisèle Freund 
describes Moholy-Nagy as “The great 
theoretician of photography, the first who 
understood the new creative paths that it 
was opening”—conceptions that would 
have the greatest influence on graphic 
design and typography.

37 The use of photography is extremely rare 
in Cassandre’s work. His 1932 poster 
“Wagon-Bar” shows a montage uniting 
design and photography.

38 Dating, respectively, from 1929, 1930, 
and 1937, the typefaces Bifur, Acier, and 
Peignot were produced by the Deberny & 
Peignot Foundry. These inventions came 
slightly later than the Bauhaus experi-
ments, which did not go beyond the 
planning stage and of Futura type. Let us 
mention here the presentation pamphlet 
for Bifur type, which contained a text by 
Blaise Cendrars (“Seule une lettre n’est 
rien [...].”)—reviving the combined typo-
graphical-literary experiences dear to the 
Cubo-futurists.

39 Sylvia Colle-Lorant, “A. M. Cassandre 
affichiste,” thesis, University of the 
Sorbonne, Paris I, dir. Marc Le Bot, Paris, 
1982, 94.
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tions, and other aspects of typography such as the inscription of text 
in space (volume, perspective, architecture, etc.). From 1925 onwards, 
the members of the Bauhaus took up the concept of experimental 
alphabets, which transformed their ideals. Bayer conceived the 
Universal Schrift as a unique alphabet composed only of lowercase 
letters. At the same time, the Bauhaus affirmed its predilection for 
lowercase letters. Bayer caused this radical choice to be accepted; 
inscribing on the school’s letterhead in the fall of 1925, “Wir schreiben 
alles klein, denn wir sparen damit zeit.” [“We write everything in lower-
case, so as to save time.”]40 Presented as an economy—the Bauhaus’s 
printing house adopted DIN formats at the same time41—that deci-
sion just as perfectly reflected the utopia of the essence of the letter, 
of an Ur-form, of a letter that was, to a certain degree, anonymous, 
ahistorical, and astylistic. 

At virtually the same moment in 1926, Cassandre opted for 
another alternative: “I don’t know if experimental science has just 
decided against capital letters in favor of ‘lowercase’ [...] But I remain 
resolutely attached to capital letters. My architectural conception of 
the poster must necessarily orient my preferences [...] toward the 
primitive letter, the lapidary letter, [...] the true, the substantially 
monumental.” 42 The French/Bauhaus divergence was as explicit as 
possible, though it should be more nuanced. Cassandre was think-
ing, above all, of the poster (though his Peignot type, conceived 
as type for text, tends to be made of shapes of capital letters), and 
some German graphic artists such as Walter Dexel or Max Burchartz 
also had a predilection for capital letters. Is it not always the case 
that such choices with their latent meanings are as much indica-
tors of socio-cultural, even ideological, views, as of aesthetic ones? 
The capital letter is a monumental inscription: constant, imposing, 
sometimes dominating, and authoritarian.43 The cursive lowercase 
letter is supple, homely, more legible—one is tempted to say more 
democratic. These hierarchies are inscribed in the very words them-
selves—the Latin majus et minor [more and less]. Is there not a kind of 
endorsement here of the French concept of typography that is linked 
to the past and concerned with grandeur?

Other significant examples confirm the Franco-German 
dichotomy. In the 1920s, the Bauhaus and new typography opted 
for sans serif type, which was felt to be the best expression of 
the moment. In 1921, Francis Thibaudeau brought out La Lettre 
d’Imprimerie [The Letter of the Printing Office] in Auriol, a 1901 type 
that was emblematic of art nouveau. The author, full of patriotic 
enthusiasm, ended his introduction with the following words: “May 
this work of popularization [...] inspire interest in the nature of the 
printed letter and then in the art of its use and applications, [...] for 
the greatest profit of the national industry and the triumph of French 
art.” 44 La Lettre d’Imprimerie remains a very instructive work. It 
includes some of the first classifications of letters that are still alluded 
to even today. Oddly enough, the will to organize the mass of letters 

40. “We write everything in lower case to 
save time.” The proposition was initially 
formulated by Bayer and accepted by 
Gropius. It was a matter of suppressing 
all capitals in the school’s print produc-
tion. We can still read on the header of 
the school’s letterhead: “Why two alpha-
bets for a single word [...]?” and “We 
write exclusively in lower case, since we 
do not speak in upper case.” This aspect 
of the Bauhaus’s typography had an 
important influence on the typographic 
work of Max Bill. The choice was all the 
more radical for Germany, since all nouns 
had been capitalized since the beginning 
of the sixteenth century. Questioning the 
omnipresence of the capital letter in the 
German language goes back to 1822 with 
Jacob Grimm’s Deutsche Grammatik and 
other proposals of that nature—includ-
ing the proposal of a single alphabet, 
suppressing upper case—were made at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, 
before the experiments of the Bauhaus.

41. The DIN (Deutsche Industrie Normen) 
format, which sets norms for the paper 
industry and stationers, was established 
in Germany in 1924. The A4 format is a 
DIN norm.

42. Cassandre, cited in Mouron (1985), 20.
43. See the slogans, “Liberty, equality, frater-

nity,” “Post no bills,” etc.
44. Francis Thibaudeau, La Lettre 

d’Imprimerie Vol. I (Paris: Bureau de 
l’édition, 1921), xxv.
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fits in with specific Bauhaus preoccupations. For example, Albers 
was careful to specify that his Kombinationsschrift was not “meant to 
add to the 18,000 typefaces that already exist.” 45 It was customary 
in Germany at the time to introduce typographic reforms in print. 
Literature on the subject abounds. Books, essays, and articles can be 
counted in the hundreds; doubtless even the thousands. 

At the Bauhaus, the ferment of ideas, the exchange—some-
times the dissent—of ideas, and the will to establish a new theoreti-
cal foundation generated a quantity of reflections on graphic design, 
typography, and photography. The lists of publications by Moholy-
Nagy or Bayer runs to many pages, with publications appearing 
regularly in the foreign press. This phenomenon is not peculiar to 
the Bauhaus: Jan Tschichold and Paul Renner also left a consider-
able number of publications.46 As for France, we can mention the 
creation of the journal Arts et Métiers graphiques (1927–39) by Charles 
Peignot, but particularly the rarity of writings on the graphic arts. 
Cassandre, who gave some instructive interviews, left notes and 
letters behind. More modest still, Charles Loupot left only scat-
tered citations and probably never taught. In Germany, the push for 
publications cannot be separated from the professional exchanges 
and the vigor of collective work. In France, on the other hand, the 
absence of large networks, schools, or of comparably amalgamated 
movements explains the relative poverty of writings on the subject. 
Die neue Typographie, [The New Typography,] one of Tschichold’s major 
interwar works, still awaits a French translation.

Divergence?
Many things seem to affirm, in one way or another, that France 
largely avoided the graphic design revolution, the new typography 
movement, and the Bauhaus experiments. Was this the result of a 
different sensibility, a resistance to certain aspects of modern art, or 
perhaps the gestation of nationalist feeling? Throughout the twen-
tieth century, these ideas received a chilly reception in France. In 
another scenario, one can imagine that the discovery of these works 
would have fed a lively controversy. (The members of De Stijl did not 
hesitate to express their disapproval of the early Bauhaus—”expres-
sionist jam” and “a hospital for artists”—on which they were to exert 
a big influence.)47 What keeps coming back is the question of why the 
somewhat negative French reception—after all, the Bauhaus’s adven-
turous typography invited criticism—grew from a general indiffer-
ence to a foreign phenomenon, to prolonged misapprehension, and 
later an expression of outright hostility. The postwar French recep-
tion, in this respect, is quite inglorious. Some of the biggest names in 
typography (and partisans of gestural writing) have expressed their 
opinions on the subject in the past few decades, transforming the 
reserved silence of the previous generation into a sometimes cutting 
aversion. Maximilien Vox, ad nauseam: 

45 Josef Albers, “Kombinationsschrift 3,” 
Bauhaus 1 (1931): n. p.

46 Tschichold is known to have written 
nearly fifty books and more than one 
hundred articles; Renner left more than a 
hundred publications.

47 Vilmos Huszár, De Stijl 9 (1922): 136, 
cited in Magdalena Droste’s Bauhaus 
(Cologne: B. Taschen, 1994), 54, and Théo 
van Doesburg, cited in Ruedi Baur’s La 
nouvelle typographie (Paris: CNDP, 1993), 
60.
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The doctrine in which we believe cannot be other than 
Latin. [...] Fads pass, they become outmoded, whether 
Germanizing, Slavifying, Americanizing. All the signs are 
there: very shortly the purest French gift, grace—served by 
the most French gesture, design—will flourish again like a 
rose under the gray skies of the world. And that will be the 
renewal of the Latin letter.48

 
By 1950, the tone quickly gets shriller. Jérôme Peignot, Charles 
Peignot’s son, will go so far as to write that: “As to what concerns 
the creation of printing house type, one may not omit the nefari-
ous role of the Bauhaus.” 49 In the same vein, Claude Mediavilla 
declared at the end of his book Calligraphie [Calligraphy], published 
by the Imprimerie Nationale, that “If, at first, the Bauhaus adven-
ture seemed a sane and promising reaction, it nonetheless quickly 
showed itself to be pernicious because of its dogmatism [...]. In many 
respects, the Bauhaus may be considered an artificial artistic move-
ment.” On the subject of the new typography, he added, “Tschichold 
was able to resist this yoke and was able to dodge these frauds since 
the year 1933.” 50 At the same time, Futura type could be presented as 
“type appropriate for the Reich’s vocation of universal domination,” 
with Paul Renner becoming “the regime’s authority on typographical 
matters”51—assertions sharply disputed in the journal Typografische 
Monatsblätter/Revue Suisse de l’imprimerie.52 One of the most virulent 
criticisms emanated from Ladislas Mandel, who, in 1998, wrote no 
less than that “The Bauhaus, preaching the integration of all the arts, 
[...] mixed typography and architecture. [...] The research of Herbert 
Bayer at the Bauhaus, of J. Albers, Jan Tschichold, and Paul Renner 
[...] resulted in the negation of 2000 years of the evolution of Latin 
writing. [...] Therefore, the arrival of ‘sans serif text typefaces,’ pared 
down and soulless, in the first half of this century, represented a 
certain threat to our cultural heritage.” 53 It is hard to believe all this. 
But it could get even more virulent. This attitude found its ultimate 
expression with José Mendoza: “The Bauhaus, a fascist school,” he 
exclaimed in 1995, on the occasion of a debate on typography at the 
Bibliothèque Nationale.54 This was a rather strange misreading.55

Doubtless, French bitterness had to be made explicit to allow 
for conditions conducive to a sane, objective reception. “Nefarious,” 
“pernicious,” “dogmatic,” “artificial,” “fraud,” “fascist,” etc.—the 
language reported here comes from well-known professionals. 
Should we view this as fear inspired by the tardy arrival of the avant-
garde typographical revolution? These unyielding judgments, which 
moreover were never supported by any evidence, arose as much 
from quarrels among different schools (most often legitimate quar-
rels, for that matter) as from fundamental misunderstandings. These 
considerations really limit typography to the design of letters, which 
is itself reduced to skillfully drawn writing, the heir of more than 
three-thousand years of alphabetical writing. Far from this relatively 

48 Maximilien Vox, “Pour une graphie 
latine,” Caractère 1 (1950): 245.

49 Jérôme Peignot, “L’esprit et la lettre” in 
De plomb, d’encre & de lumière (Paris: 
Imprimerie Nationale, 1982), 277–307, 
particularly 290. Jérôme Peignot taught 
the course at the Sorbonne-Paris I. The 
rest of the citation follows: “Have we 
not overvalued it [the Bauhaus] in terms 
of typography? [...] The typographers of 
that school; Albers, Herbert Bayer, Laszlo 
Moholy-Nagy, and Joost Schmidt; threw 
out corporeal or spontaneous gestures 
[...]. Now we are biased; they threw out 
upper case, now they want to suppress 
serifs.” The defensive position is explicit 
here; the fact of having “dismembered” 
the letter was the cause of much anxiety. 

50 Claude Mediavilla, Calligraphie (Paris, 
1993), 299–300.

51 “Les folies typographiques du nazisme” 
in Étapes graphiques 60 (2000): 34–35.

52 See Roger Chatelain’s “Paul Renner sous 
les feux de l’histoire,” Typografische

 Monatsblätter/Revue Suisse de 
l’imprimerie 5 (2000):

  9 and “Réactions relatives à Paul 
Renner et au Futura,” Typografische 
Monatsblätter/Revue Suisse de 
l’imprimerie 1 (2001): 14–16.

 Burke wrote the following in 1998, 15: 
“Futura did not become the official type-
face even if it was used by the Nazis. [...] 
As much as for his cultural Bolshevism, 
his [Renner’s] arrest was the result of the 
publication of a little book that contained 
a bitter critique of the regime.”

53 Ladislas Mandel, Écritures: Miroir des 
hommes et des sociétés (Reillanne, 
France: Atelier Perrousseaux, 1998), 167, 
169, and 175.
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traditionalist professionalism, the typography of the Bauhaus located 
its ideas within graphic design, photography, design, Kandinsky’s 
theories (particularly Punkt und Linie zu Fläche) [Point and Line to 
Plane] and architecture.56 Does not a certain rejection of the abstract 
fit in with French reserve?57 To look into this more closely, are matters 
more complex than the opposition between a tradition that considers 
itself to be beneficial and a radical modernism. Did not Moholy-Nagy 
refer to the graphic quality of incunabula, in which he found some 
characteristics of avant-garde typography? 58 Roland Barthes went 
even further in this other perspective on modernity: “The Middle 
Ages deposited a treasure of experiences, dreams, judgments, in the 
work of its uncial letters.” 59

Of that pitiless reception, there remains the curse pronounced 
upon the incompletion of a dream suspended in flight—without a 
common measure with the credo and the know-how of those who 
condemn it—on the establishment of a new textual power, and on 
the exploration of a disconcerting typographical “space.” To castigate 
these reactions does not keep us from recognizing the know-how or 
knowledge of those supporting these views. Because they do not 
occupy the same ground, the objectives of the new typography and 
the most refined practice of letter design cannot be compared. We 
must consider what this distracted reception misunderstood; the 
Bauhaus’s typography was, first of all, the work of foreigners—
Moholy-Nagy was Hungarian, Bayer was born in Austria, and both 
left for Berlin in 1920—and it was not carried out by those trained in 
typography, but rather by particularly wide-ranging artists. 

A few observations on Bayer’s work help us to better under-
stand the idealist depth of that era’s aspirations: “His universal 
alphabet’s goal was not to become typographical letters, but repre-

54 Evening debate, “Y a-t-il un axe nord-sud 
de la typographie?” at the Bibliothèque 
Nationale, Paris, 1995. Cited in 
Chatelain’s “Débats à la Bibliothèque 
Nationale à Paris” in Gutenberg, May 
10, 1995, under the heading “Reflets 
techniques” (a complementary publica-
tion to Revue Suisse de l’imprimerie). 
See also Chatelain, “Ma typographie,” 
Typografische Monatsblätter/Revue 
Suisse de l’imprimerie 2 (2000): 1–16, 
especially 2–3, and 14.

55 For anyone interested in the Bauhaus, 
even nonprofessionals, it was quickly 
apparent that the year 1933 would deal a 
fatal blow to the school—the members 
of the Bauhaus, “cultural Bolsheviks” in 
the eyes of the Nazis, were accused of 
propagating a “Jewish-Marxist concep-
tion of art.” Moreover, a number of 
German graphic artists and typographers

58 See László Moholy-Nagy, “Zeitgemässe 
Typographie—Ziele, Praxis,” Kritik, 
(1925), cited in Hans Maria Wingler, 
The Bauhaus (Cambridge/London: MIT 
Press, 1962, 2nd ed. 1968), 80–81. Page 
80: “The old incunabula, and even the 
first typographical works, as well, made 
ample use of the contrasting effects 
of color and form [...]. The widespread 
application of the printing process [...], 
etc., have changed the vital, contrast-rich 
layouts of the old printed works into the 
generally quite monotonous gray of later 
books.”

59 Roland Barthes, “Erté ou A la lettre” in 
Erté (Parma: F. M. Ricci, 1972), 1231. 

 were dismissed from their teaching 
positions outside the Bauhaus, such as 
Paul Renner or Jan Tschichold, who was 
imprisoned for several weeks. Another 
fact invalidating the “new typography” 
with the regime was the March 1936 
poster for “Entartete Kunst,” which 
mimicked this kind of graphic design.

56 Such artistic interactions had plenty of 
antecedents elsewhere. See the body of 
work of Peter Behrens for the firm AEG at 
the beginning of the twentieth century.

57 See Kandinsky’s response to abstract 
art in Cahiers d’art 7:8 (1931): 350–353. 
See also Claude Mediavilla, Calligraphie 
(Paris, 1993), 299–300, which include 
some cutting lines on Kandinsky.
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sented the first investigations toward developing a new alphabet.” 60 
The typography and graphic design of the Bauhaus, if they satisfied 
a number of internal realizations or exterior commissions and were 
very influential on their environment, first of all, they were a part of 
the desire for experimentation.61 It was a matter of contributing to the 
renovation of “the language of vision” after a century of Victorian 
graphic design, after Jugendstil, and after wartime propaganda.62 
Graphic design and typography also expressed the ideals of life. The 
break with the past and the turn in favor of industrialization could 
only yield nontraditional forms which, by definition, were subject to 
polemics. Isn’t it astonishing, then, that this should have given rise 
to a certain concept of “French” typography? But why did it take so 
long to bring to light rancor that had never been purged?

Symptomatically, the virulence of that reception suggests that 
the issues at stake go beyond simple questions of form or legibility; 
hinting at an artistic, cultural, social, political, and/or ideological 
background, which is much more difficult to get around since typog-
raphers in France often are guarded in expressing their opinions on 
these matters; unlike members of the Bauhaus, who interrogated 
themselves on their role in society. Why did a collective unconscious 
go so far as to project the danger of dictatorship onto the Bauhaus? 
Why this fury? Why make an issue of the Bauhaus’s pedagogical 
experiences? Why didn’t they bring such charges against De Stijl 
or constructivism? 63 This is not a matter of delighting in an openly 
worn affliction, but of questioning this late tendency to project all 
the worst qualities on the typography of the Bauhaus or on the new 
typography. Is not the fear of what the Dessau school provoked the 
best proof that something really important occurred? If this typog-
raphy aroused such fear, is it not because of the foreign powers that 

60 Arthur Cohen, Herbert Bayer (Cambridge/
London: MIT Press, 1984), 215.

61 See Herbert Bayer, “Typographie und 
Werbsachengestaltung,” Bauhaus 1 
(1928): 10, where he reported that a 
printer in Frankfurt was asked to do half 
his work in “the style of the Bauhaus.”

62 Ellen Lupton, J. Abbott Miller, The ABC’s 
of            : The Bauhaus and Design 
Theory (London/New York: Thames and 
Hudson, 1993), 22. For a different and 
enriching analysis concerning modernist 
graphic design, the new use of typogra-
phy and photography, advertising and the 
work of the Ring, see Jorge Frascara 
“A History of Design, a History of 
Concerns” in Graphic Design History, 
Steven Heller and Georgette Ballance, 
eds. (New York: Allworth Press, 2001), 
13–18;

 Paul Jobling, David Crowley, Graphic 
Design: Reproduction and Representation 
since 1800 (Manchester and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 1996), 137–
170; Robin Kinross, Modern Typography: 
An Essay in Critical History (London: 
Hyphen Press 1992), 85–99: Maud Lavin, 
Clean New World: Culture, Politics, 
Graphic Design (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 2001), 26–49.

63 Charles Peignot, “L’enseignement 
professionnel,” Vu (L’énigme alle-
mande) 213 (1982): 306, who made the 
same fine eulogy on this topic to “the 
Constructivists of the 1920s, whose 
typographical works are the most accom-
plished ever seen.”
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are held to be unwanted on French soil associated with them? It is 
possible, but let us be prudent, for Jan Tschichold was able to express 
himself in the following terms in 1959: “To my great astonishment, 
I detected the most shocking parallels between the teachings of the 
new typography, national socialism, and fascism.” 64 This makes 
things more confusing than they otherwise would seem. But this 
was the reaction of an injured man who, in 1933, had to go into exile 
after losing his teaching post, being arrested, and imprisoned by 
the Nazis.65 

Is there yet another reason for the French reticence? Trans-
missions from the Bauhaus took place late and indirectly through 
graphic artists and typographers from the Swiss school, beginning 
with Jean Widmer, who arrived in France in 1953, after training at the 
Zurich school then directed by Johannes Itten.66 Among them, Peter 
Keller and Rudi Meyer from the Basel school greatly contributed 
to the foundation and development of design knowledge directly 
based on the avant-garde spirit, notably through their teaching at 
the École Nationale Supérieure des Arts Décoratifs beginning in 
the 1960s. Through them, and perhaps for the first time, Central 
European modernism of the interwar period found a place in the 
curriculum in France.67 As a parallel development on the profes-
sional level, an important collaboration took place between Adrian 
Frutiger and the Deberny & Peignot foundry. There was a new line 
in teaching—in 1985 a National Institute for Typographic Research 
was created,68 with the mission of “[entering its name] into the 
certain evolution of techniques and tendencies that characterize 
contemporary typography, while maintaining, of course, the great 
French tradition in this area.” 69 The establishment, rapidly reoriented 
toward the transmission of Swiss typographic culture (thus linked 
to the spirit of the Bauhaus) under the direction of Peter Keller, was 
open to the perspectives of historical avant-gardes and to an inter-
nationalist perspective; an international student presence there has 
since testified to the desire for the cultural interactions characteristic 
of the Bauhaus.70

It is a matter of public record that the arrival of the Swiss 
typographers was not a cause for rejoicing among the French. Jérôme 
Peignot wrote, “It is not far from the spirit of Zurich to that of the 
Bauhaus. [...] The theses worked out by the Bauhaus can be reduced 
to a single idea [...]. One knows the result: it is a clumsy letter seem-
ingly set between two chairs of history. [...] No doubt, the Bauhaus 
designers have thought about it for a long time. Too long.” (This 
was published by Gallimard in 1967 in the series “Idées.”) 71 For 
Maximilien Vox, “Swiss typography [...] was, in fact, a totalitarianism 
of the spirit [...]. The new version of the new typography has failed 
to meet the goals that the first failed to achieve.” 72 Jérôme Peignot, 
again concerning the typography of the Bauhaus and of the Swiss, 
wrote: “You do not imitate a typography; it is yours or it is not.” 73

64 Cited in Ruari McLean, Jan Tschichold: 
Typographer (London: Lund Humphries, 
1975, new ed. 1990), 69.

65 See Jan Tschichold, Glaube 
und Wirklichkeit, 1946, cited in 
Typographische Monatsblätter/Revue 
Suisse de l’imprimerie 1 (1995): 9–16, 
especially 10: “The creators of the New 
Typography and the tendencies that 
it embodied were, like me, resolute 
enemies of Nazism [...] I was, along with 
my wife, held in ‘preventive detention,’ 
that is, prison, at the beginning of the so-
called Third Reich.”

66 Jean Widmer settled in France in 1953. 
If he knew Itten well, he also had met 
Max Bill, a Bauhaus pupil. See Jean 
Widmer, graphiste, un écologiste de 
l’image, Margo Rouard-Snowman, ed., 
catalogue of an exhibition at Centre 
Pompidou, Paris, 1995 and Jean Widmer, 
(Villeurbanne: Maison du Livre, de 
l’Image et du Son, 1991).

67 As for typography and graphic design, it 
seems that no wide-ranging educational 
project can be found in France in the first 
half of the twentieth century, in spite of 
the role of the poster makers.

68 Originally Atelier National de Création 
Typographique (ANCT).

69 Georges Bonnin’s preface to the ANCT 
brochure of 1992. Georges Bonnin ran the 
Imprimerie Nationale from 1971 to 1983.

70 In fact, a number of Bauhaus students 
came from Hungary, Czechoslovakia, 
the Scandinavian countries, the United 
States, and Latin America. When the 
organization was established in Berlin, it 
included 168 pupils, of whom thirty-three 
were foreign. 

71 Jérôme Peignot, De l’écriture à la typog-
raphie (Paris: Gallimard, 1967), 104–106.

72 Maximilien Vox, “Déclin d’une 
hérésie” in Caractère (1965), cited in 
Roger Chatelain, “Maximilien Vox,” 
Typographische Monatsblätter/Revue 
Suisse de l’imprimerie 4 (1995): 2–3.

73 Charles Peignot, “L’enseignement profes-
sionnel,” Vu (L’énigme allemande) 213 
(1932):105.
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Let us content ourselves with noting one or two vivid histori-
cal ironies here. The first printing shop in France, which produced its 
first printed book in 1470, was run by “three Rhenish typographers 
(Ulrich Gering, Martin Crantz, and Michael Friburger—apparently of 
German and Swiss origin), summoned by the University of Paris.” 74 
Five centuries later, in 1972, the French foundries Deberny & Peignot 
closed their doors, bought out by the Swiss foundry Haas.75

Though more difficult to find, a positive late reception of the 
Bauhaus did occur. In 1960, an article in La France graphique [Graphic 
Arts France] praised it, evoking “the typographic work of the most 
famous and influential school of modern times: the Bauhaus.” 76 
For his part, Rémy Peignot, Jérôme’s brother, made the case for 
“that beauty, that purity which characterizes the graphic arts in 
Switzerland.” 77 The Peignot dynasty decidedly did not speak with 
a single voice. Let us conclude with Charles, the father. In 1957, 
he founded at Lausanne the AtypI (Association Typographique 
Internationale) [International Typographic Association]. Some lines 
from his pen in 1969 eloquently establish a link between the action 
of the Bauhaus and French reserve, finally illuminating the interior 
of that dark situation for us:

After many contacts and numerous conversations [with 
Cassandre], each one of us influenced by the theories of 
Kandinsky and the spirit of the Dessau school, convinced 
that typographic creation could also be refined or purified, 
we agreed to undertake Bifur [...]. It caused a somewhat 
scandalous break in an art and in a milieu that were partic-
ularly traditionalist, [which] broke some taboos and had the 
merit of liberating us.78

That was put very clearly, which reminds us that the typography 
of the Bauhaus and the new typography—whether one advocates 
them or not—are not the monsters that some have wanted to make 
of them. The monster was elsewhere. And it killed the Bauhaus. 
Had that not happened, the school undoubtedly would have had 
a different posterity and a more informed reception in France. The 
typography and graphic arts of the Bauhaus embodied the ideals and 
the utopias of its members through their significant form and beyond 
their role in the industrial era: to create better conditions, to make 
relations more fluid, to invent new spaces for life, and to dream of 
human language which is completely other.
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75 The Haas Foundry also bought the Olive 
Foundry in Marseille.

76 Walter Plata, “Typographie moderne alle-
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