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et al.: The great

A refrospective of the works
of GEORGE NELSON (1908-
1966) ar HKDI Gallery from
March through June shows
that a great designer
should be an original
fhinker as well as a master
of words and images.

DAISY ZHONG €[OS,

cCoVIMU NG F

S President Richard Nixon's “kitchen debate” with Soviet
leader Nikita Khrushchev during the 1959 American
National Exhibition in Moscow was an iconic encounter,
but it was the domestic setting where the debate took place
that captured the imagination of three million Russian
visitors and subverted perceptions on both sides of the
ideological divide.

The “kitchen” was an installation within an
80,000-square-foot showcase for the American way of life
at the height of the Cold War, and the architect behind it
was George Nelson, a visionary proponent of the American

R Modernism movement as a designer, writer, social critic
' and impresario.

These labels are unable to fully capture Nelson’s impact
on design. With an architectural degree from Yale, his
ambitions were universal and aimed at creating a new
world order in design that would have a profound impact

on the way people lived their lives,
A widely respected writer, lecturer, photographer
and curator, Nelson knew instinctively that Americans

~ but he peeved himself a brilliant hire. A quarter of a THEFRGE
entury later, at the end of his tenure at Herman Miller,
Nelson had transformed the company from a manufacturer
of wooden furniture into the architect of the new American
lifestyle, both at home and in the workplace. CERCETE
But what Nelson was most passionate about was

were ready for a new way of looking ar their everyday
surroundings — and themselves. His appointment as desig
director at Herman Miller in 1947 wag.cestntfily not a safe
choice = Nelson was s g and relatively inexperienced
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in fact Nelson was personally responsible for only the
first of these and an early prototype of the last.
Christopher Pullman, a former graphic design project
leader at the office of George Nelson and now a Senior
Critic at Yale School of Art, says, “I would characterise
George’s leadership style as hands-off and casual. After
defining the problem, he would more or less leave it to
you to propose a solution, which was both scary and
liberating. He did not nit-pick. If he had things to add
in the design process, they would often be in the form of
casual drop-bys with course corrections embedded in wry
comments or amusing stories with a moral at the end.”
Irving Harper, the principal associare for Nelson's
office, described his design partner in the book Compact
Design Portfolio: George Nelson," George was heavily
involved with the first group of furniture, but after that,
his involvement was more minimal. He used to dream
aloud about designs, and his ideas were mostly verbal...
would call him a Diaghilev of design.”
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Pullman also finds the comparison of Nelson with
the legendary Russian ballet patron an apt one. *Like
Diaghilev, George was sort of an impresario: he was an
instigator and a collaborator, finding and directing talent
towards a goal he could help articulate.”

A good example was his role at Herman Miller, he
added. In addition to designing his own pieces, Nelson
was the design director for furniture and assembled a
long list of peers with whom to collaborate on a range of
products, including Jane Thompson, Buckminster Fuller,
Alexander Girard and Charles and Ray Eames.

“In his own office he also depended on the skills of
others to realise many products that bear his name,”
Pullman remarked. "George ran an eclectic office from
the bEgi.l‘.uliIl.g.ThEIE were few others like it Eames, and
maybe Sutnar; later in the 60's, possibly an office like
Chermayeff & Geismar's or Pentagram. This was (and
still is) typical of offices built around the talents and
charisma of one person.”

This hands-off style freed Nelson to deliver lectures,
organise new approaches to art education, conceptualise
exhibitions, write and think. Apart from design objects,
the exhibition at HKDI also features communication
designs including Ar¢ X (1953), the first multimedia
presentation ever produced, which is cited as an
important milestone in the field of education.

The project began as an evaluation of college curriculum
at the University of Georgia, which Nelson believed
was guilty of an overemphasis on isolated facts and
techniques. “The most important thing to communicate to
undergraduates was an awareness of relationships,”he said.
“Education, like the thinking of the man in the street, was
sealed off into too many compartments.”

As a result, he and Charles Eames offered to
present a sample lesson for an imaginary course in
“communication” to explore relationships, which they
labelled “Art X”. The clip that is on display at the HKDI
exhibition is a nine-minute show of three-screen slide
projections using film and other automated tools from
the course.

“Art X was not offered as an invention, but as a
statement,” Nelson said. “As a statement it said that
there is no longer room in the world for barriers —
political, economic, temporal, intellectual, scientific,
racial, or any other kind. It said that art, like every other
discipline, is not an isolated thing but intimately related
to everything in creation.”

“He was an omnivore, a generalist, and at heart, an
educator,” Pullman said. As Arr X and other items in
the exhibition show, Nelson was involved in projects
with much broader implications than individual pieces
of furniture. He gave particular attention to educating
society about values and ideas, famously saying, “The
biggest single problem in the design field today
revolves around the question of values. In relation to
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this question, all other problems,

while interesting, are superficial.” I
As a keen observer, Nelson was

known for articulating his insights

into design and of his demand that SOVad

projects must be centred within —
- - 3 -

a “triangular tug of war” between \ . =

: : B B : \ — | 4

function, technology, and social . ~ ™~

values, regardless of whether the
subject is as big as a city or as small

as a chair.

In the book George Nefon on
Design (1979), Nelson wrote,
“Traditionally we (designers) are < 4
not intellectual people and we do
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not go in much for speculation or
introspection... (But now) the forces
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of the darkness are those pressing
for the further dehumanisation of
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mankind and their power is that of

the great industrial societies.”

He further argued that the
modern designer should become
sensitised to the issues of the
environment, morality, and the
new social configuration through a
“generalist” approach, to become a

“person who sees them as a whole”
and an “urgently needed clarifier
and intellectual leader”.

Put another way, a great designer
should be an original thinker. Little
wonder that it was Nelson who had
“framed” the kitchen debate,
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