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BEAUTILITY

I t’s an honor to be counted as one of IDSA’s 50 most 
notable members. This issue of INNOVATION celebrates 
the history of IDSA, although our industrial profession 

began to flourish back in the ’30s when designers were 
translating new industrial technology like telephones, cars 
and trains, housewares and corporate strategy into things 
we could use—and we’re doing that now! The last time that 
design peaked is now called midcentury modern. Today we 
may be post-industrial, but it feels like the ’50s when design 
was king. 

Sadly, it wasn’t always like this. For most of my career, 
no one knew what I did. But now it seems like everyone 
loves design. Not only does the general public seem to like 
design—they even know what an industrial designer is! Not 
only that, they are envious of our jobs. We’re even fueling 
industry in LA, according to a headline about the Core77 
Conference held there this November: “Industrial Design Is 
Leading the Future of Los Angeles.” 

There are three high points of industrial design history: 
the very beginning, the middle and now—and each of these 
eras has produced a lot of cool products. By “the beginning” 
I’m not referring to when modernity of thought changed the 
Dark Ages into the Renaissance (although maybe that’s an 
interesting perspective) or the beginning of the Industrial 
Revolution in the 18th century. By the beginning I mean 
our kind of industrial design when there seemed like so 
much opportunity for those early industrial designers like 
Norman Bel Geddes, FIDSA, Walter Dorwin Teague, FIDSA 
and Raymond Loewy, FIDSA, who came to the field from 
backgrounds in fashion and theater design. They had the 
skill to turn ordinary things into beautiful things, like Loewy’s 
famous housing for the Gestetner duplicating machine. 
Designers brought style to old machines making them 
more attractive and probably easier to use and produce. 
Turbocharged by World War II, the explosion of new materi-
als (like Plexiglas) and new technology (like the TV) needed 
to be transformed into things people could use and want to 
use, i.e., good design. 

Those early designers thought design made progress 
and that made good business. They not only created desir-
able things, they used them to entice people to embrace the 
idea of progress because good design means a good life and, 

BEAUTIFUL MIDCENTURY! 
of course, everyone deserves a better life. Loewy declared: 
“There is a frantic race to merchandise tinsel and trash under 
the guise of ‘modernism.’ I can claim to have made the daily 
life of the 20th Century more beautiful.” That made him a 
hero, and he was put on the cover of Time magazine. Those 
early designers built the platform so the midcentury designers 
could build all those cool elementary schools that looked a lot 
like the Barcelona Pavilion and chock them full of Eames fur-
niture, and decorate dentist offices with Joseph Albers’ color 
theory prints and George Nelson, FIDSA couches.

Good design was making progress everywhere—until 
the ’60s when the hippies began turning on, tuning in and 
dropping out and the celebrity/founding father designers 
began retiring. The magic fizzled out of the design profes-
sion just as they started using Magic Markers. Hippies living 
on multiple “reality planes” were experimenting with all kinds 
of other things from organic food to inflatable homes and 
painting their vehicles in multiple colors to tinkering with cool 
new video and computer technology. Designers like my Dad 
were not into the counterculture’s psychedelic decoration or 
their far out ideas, so they took the profession the other way, 
away from the sensual and emotional. They tipped toward the 
side of the accountants and engineers with their own design 
sciences that pleased the marketers and appraisers. They 
relied on human factors instead of grounding their work with 
their core competency: form giving. Beauty became the ugly 
duckling of human virtues. Designers even seemed apologet-
ic about their talent. Design schools moved away from the art 
school. Dieter Rams ranked aesthetics third in his 10 Design 
Commandments. In the public’s rush for progress, efficiency, 
comfort and entertainment, people lost sight of beauty’s value 
to our lives, and the ’80s designers didn’t seem to care. 

The midcentury designers cared a lot. That kind of 
commitment was evident in the beautiful physical objects 
designed by Ray and Charles Eames, Eero Saarinen, Harry 
Bertoia, Eliot Noyes, FIDSA and Nelson. Why was midcen-
tury modern design so beautiful? They were on a quest. 
Design was new to the public, and luckily they were eager 
to try it out. Designers showed why good design was good 
for everyone. Bertoia said: “The urge for good design is the 
same as the urge to go on living.” Designers were applying 
the modernist philosophy that became the modernist style. 
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Along with a team from Lippincott, Read Viemeister, FIDSA (on the left) helped design the Tucker car (middle) and named his son, Tucker Viemeister, 
FIDSA (right) after it. This photo taken during a visit to a car museum during the 1991 IDSA conference in Boston.

Now design thinking on the cover of the Harvard 
Business Review is championed by business as a process 
that leads to success. IDEO’s Tim Brown said: “Empathy 
is at the heart of design. Without the understanding of 
what others see, feel, and experience, design is a pointless 
task.” But just thinking and feeling empathy don’t necessar-
ily lead to making beautiful things. Designers’ open-ended 
framework (like biology’s evolution strategy) can be applied 
to everything—but problem-solving functional issues is 
not enough. In order to make those smart ideas actually 
look beautiful, we need to apply our aesthetic talents, too. 
Innovation often goes wrong (“fail fast, fail often”), and many 
times the unintended consequences are not good—but the 
quest for beauty is never bad or a waste of effort. We have 
an important job to do. 

We need to talk about how we design and why 
design is good for people. I just got back from Rio for the 
book launch for the Portuguese translation of Elements of 
Design: Rowena Reed Kostellow and the Structure of Visual 
Relationships by Gail Greet Hannah (now available in six 
languages). Claudio Freitas de Magalhães, a professor at 
the Pontifical Catholic University of Rio de Janeiro, wrote 
in his introduction: “For any discussion, the acquisition of 
vocabulary is key. To see, it is also necessary to describe, 
talk about what you see. Some design elements can be 
explicit—points, lines, planes, space, color, value, texture—
but many others are hidden. And this book is about how to 
perceive, identify and articulate the visual language through 
the clash with the form.” Designer Elaine Ramos’ idea of 
shrinking the book down and printing it only in black and 
white did not excite me, but I was wrong. It gives a fresh 
view of the lexicon for understanding and creating beautiful 
forms. The book itself became a beautiful object.

Modernism, like the countercultural hippies, felt tradi-
tional forms of art, architecture, literature, religion, philoso-
phy, society fashion—none of it—fit their emerging world. 
The epitome of modern design is the beautiful smooth white 
wall, like a James Turrell “skyspace” piece: plain and bold, 
subtle shadows and color shifts. Competitions measured 
how well the entries expressed the goals of modernism. 
Architect Philip Johnson misrepresented the social ideals of 
European modernism when he brought it back to America 
and called it the International Style—and helped make it 
the servant of corporate America. That was OK because 
industrial designers knew that business was an effective 
distribution system for better products. And is still a shrewd 
business course according to Jonathan Ive: “Apple’s goal 
isn’t to make money. Our goal is to design and develop and 
bring to market good products.” 

Like Eames and Noyes, most midcentury designers 
had vision, imagination and talent. Nelson exclaimed, “The 
simple joy of taking an idea into one’s own hands and 
giving it proper form, that’s exciting.” They took a natural 
transdisciplinary approach, creating products where the 
strategy was baked-in, the service design came with it, the 
user experience was instinctive and of course the user was 
in the middle of a beautiful experience. Like Pratt’s industrial 
design pedagogy built by Donald Dohner and Alexander 
and Rowena Reed Kostellow, FIDSA (and now being 
enhanced by the new chair, Constantin Boym) that teaches 
how to create forms as touchstones for social rituals and 
reflect manufacturing and functional requirements. Design 
thinking is inclusive. Eliel Saarinen said, “Always design a 
thing by considering it in its next larger context—a chair in 
a room, a room in a house, a house in an environment, an 
environment in a city plan.”
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Of course, beauty is in the eye of the beholder—some 
people like noise, and ugly is even harder to put your finger 
on. Scholars have been trying to define beauty forever—not 
because they were confused, just the opposite—it’s a very 
interesting subject. All that wrangling implies beauty’s impor-
tance. However deep it goes, beauty is a force. (The fact 
that aspects of beauty are subjective is only another reason 
for user-centered design.) “Beauty is the harmony of func-
tion and form,” according to Alvar Aalto. Since America is 
so practical and economically oriented, I figure that if I could 
give beauty a new name that illustrates its utility more beauty 
would be produced. Beautility frames beauty as something 
that serves a function. A great example is the beauty Aalto 
created in his Paimio Sanatorium that helps heal patients. It 
doesn’t just look good—it feels good. 

Charles Eames asked, “Who ever said that plea-
sure wasn’t functional?” Well, pleasure isn’t such a noble 
goal either. According to Maslow’s A Theory of Human 
Motivation, the hierarchy of human needs ranges from 
basic animal survival to higher aspirations to a place where 
humans appreciate and create beauty. Compared to sur-
vival, beauty may not be a necessity, but it is certainly not 

a luxury either. Beauty is the pinnacle of Maslow’s pyramid. 
Rowena Reed Kostellow put it another way: “Pure 

unadulterated beauty should be the goal of civilization.” 
Civilization is the conglomeration of socio-politico-eco-
nomic characteristics that a group of people use so they 
can work their way up Maslow’s hierarchy of human 
needs. Those midcentury designers were on a mission to 
bring good design to the public. To change culture they 
organized design schools and research projects, put on 
competitions, created media outlets and global expos, 
and converted businesspeople and politicians to the cause 
of good design. Shouldn’t we be producing even better 
design now? Is good design good enough for us? Who 
wants a B when we are doing A+ work? Race car driver 
Mario Andretti said, “If everything seems under control, 
you’re not driving fast enough!” 

The next midcentury is less than 35 years from now! We 
are forefathers of that 2050! If today we can make anything 
we want—cars that drive themselves, phones that answer 
our questions and skateboards that hover—it’s time to make 
them especially beautiful, and to remind everyone that beau-
ty is the highest aspiration of designers and regular people! 

—Tucker Viemeister, FIDSA
www.tuckerviemeister.com

BEAUTILITY
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 Central District Design Conference: Carnegie Museum of Art,     Pittsburg
April 1–2
  • West District Design Conference: Metro State University of Denver
April 1–2
  • South District Design Conference: Auburn University
April 15–16

CENTRAL DISTRICT
April 1–2, Carnegie Museum of Art, 
Pittsburgh

WEST DISTRICT
April 1–2, Metropolitan State 
University of Denver

SOUTH DISTRICT
April 15–16, Auburn University

MIDWEST DISTRICT
April 22–23, University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign

NORTHEAST DISTRICT
April 29–30, High School of Art & Design,  
New York City

Visit www.idsa.org/DDC for more information!
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