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Opposite Pinin Farina (Italian 1893-1966). CISITALIA ‘202’ GT CAR. 1946. Aluminum body, 49 x 577⁄8 inches

x 13 feet 2 inches (124.5 x 146.5 x 401.3 cm). Manufacturer (coachwork): Pininfarina, Turin, Italy, 1948. 

The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of the Manufacturer.

Above Book cover. Objects of Design from The Museum of Modern Art, published by The Museum of

Modern Art, September 2003.

The exhibition celebrates The Museum of Modern Art’s unparalleled design collection. On view is one

of the most beautiful automobile’s of the 20th century – the Cisitalia “202” GT designed by Pinin

Farina in 1946 --  an aesthetic  and technical achievement that transformed postwar automobile

design. The Museum first exhibited the Cisitalia in 1951 and acquired its bright red model in 1972.

It was the first automobile to enter the collection of any art museum. Also on view are several signif-

icant recent acquisitions that illustrate a wide variety of industrial and domestic artifacts by great

designers of the modern period, from early masters such as Louis Sullivan to contemporary practi-

tioners including the Campana Brothers. Coinciding with the International Art + Design Fair is the

Museum’s most recent publication, Objects of Design from The Museum of Modern Art. The book’s

360 color plates not only reveal the range of aesthetic viewpoints in design since the late nineteenth

century but together trace the historical development of the Museum’s celebrated design collection.

In the introductory essay, Paola Antonelli, curator of Architecture and Design at The Museum of

Modern Art, explores the history of modern design as well as the story of the Museum’s collection

and its influence on the history of modern and contemporary design itself. The following text is an

excerpt from Antonelli’s essay. 

LOAN EXHIBITION

OBJECTS OF DESIGN 

FROM THE 

MUSEUM OF MODERN ART
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The Museum of Modern Art’s collection of design objects represents the foremost assemblage of

its kind in the field of twentieth-century design. While several other excellent collections exist in the

United States and elsewhere—some larger and more encyclopedic, others smaller and specially

focused—the Museum’s authoritative curatorial choices over nearly seventy-five years have done

nothing less than establish modern industrial design among the arts and provide a premise against

which others must measure themselves. The collection now includes 3,708 objects, the oldest a silk

brocade from the seventeenth century and the most recent a felt fabric designed by the Dutch artist

Claudy Jongstra in 2001. It ranges among diverse types of objects, materials, and sizes, from a

helicopter (the biggest item in the collection) to eleven microchips (the smallest). As expected in a

design collection, a significant percentage of the objects are chairs; among the other objects are

household appliances, cars, office equipment and furnishings, sports equipment, a Paris métro

entrance, a ball bearing, various tools, a glider nose, and a drinking straw.

The Museum’s very first acquisitions in design were a group of more than a hundred industrial

objects shown in its second exhibition of design, Machine Art, in 1934. The organizers of the show

were Alfred H. Barr, Jr. and Philip Johnson, whose 1932 Modern Architecture—International

Exhibition, the Museum’s first architecture show, in collaboration with Henry-Russell Hitchcock, had

defined modern architecture in a way that was to have a lasting influence throughout the twentieth

century. Johnson’s idea for a comparable design exhibition was formed as early as 1932. With

Machine Art, Johnson surprised the new Museum’s audience with a three-story display of machine-

made objects, from propeller blades to coils and springs, manufactured laboratory appliances and

working tools, household objects, and furniture. Set on white pedestals and platforms and against

white walls, the decontextualized objects were installed with the same focus and drama that was

reserved for sculpture. Although it was not the first time people could contemplate everyday objects

Opposite

Fernando Campana (Brazilian, born 1961). Humberto Campana (Brazilian, born 1953). VERMELHA

CHAIR.1993. Iron with epoxy coating, aluminum, and cord, 31 x 291⁄8 x 223⁄4 inches (78.7 x 74 x 57.8 cm).

Manufacturer: Edra Mazzei, Italy. The Museum of Modern Art. Gift of Patricia Phelps de Cisneros.
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in a museum setting, the jolting elevation of a ball bearing to the stature of art and its acquisition

into a collection of modern art had the strength and the authority of a manifesto. Even then, the term

modern did not refer to an historical phenomenon but, rather, a spirit in tune with its own time. The

Museum of Modern Art was created in 1929 for the express purpose of furthering and supporting

the art of its own time, for “encouraging and developing the study of modern arts and the applica-

tion of such arts to manufacture and practical life.” The idea of the Museum’s founders, and

especially its founding director, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., was to have a museum concerned with all the arts

of their own day, and modern design was included among those arts from the outset.

At the time of the founding of the Museum, the terms modern and contemporary coincided

effortlessly within Barr’s vision. By trial and error, over seven decades, the Museum’s curators have

sought to distill a timeless ideal of beauty and meaning from different circumstances, all the while

revising and perfecting the initial paradigm. 

The Museum’s ideal for design goes beyond the stereotypical stylistic traits commonly attributed

to modernism. The innovative and reductionist beauty of the objects from the Machine Art show,

indeed, exemplified the perfection that the machine as a form-giving tool could afford; nonetheless,

since the beginning, modern design under the aegis of the machine was seen as the carrier of the

solid human values of truth, objectivity, and honesty. Therefore, the design collection’s essence lies

not in a formalist criterion but, rather, a deontological one. Honesty, truth, and beauty, as ingredients

of modernity, have been disseminated by the Museum via traveling shows, seminars, competitions,

intellectual pressure on retailers and manufacturers, and publications. The ideals of beauty have

evolved in the nearly seventy-five years since the inception of the collection, and the machine has

evolved to attain capabilities once unthinkable. Yet, in the equation that results in modern, pure

aesthetics may have become a variable, but the ethical aspects have remained constant. 

Opposite

Rene Herbst (French, 1891-1982). SANDOWS CHAIR. 1928. Nickel-plated steel tube and ‘sandow’, 

26 x 17 x 191⁄2 inches (66 x 43.2 x 49.5 cm). The Museum of Modern Art. Gift of Marshall S. Cogan 

in honor of Barbara Jakobson 



The International Art+Design Fair 1900-2003 n 17

Modern design is also distinguished by its attention to the preliminary phases of the design

process, the gathering of information about the need and functions to be addressed. Edgar

Kaufmann, Jr.’s 1946 article, “What Is Modern Industrial Design?” explained: “In modern design each

problem is considered to carry the germ of its own solution—full comprehension of the needs to be

fulfilled will indicate the form of the design. Although as in every art expressive exaggeration is used,

arbitrary shapes chosen without relation to the problem are looked on as weakness, not strength. The

responsibility of a modern designer thus becomes understanding his problem as thoroughly as he can

and solving it as directly as he can.  Modern designers do not wish to overcome conditions; they wish

to meet them. Functions, materials, techniques, the environment and psychology of users—these are

not to be circumvented or forced, they are guides to right design… Sales are episodes in the careers

of designed objects. Use is the first consideration, production and distribution second… In the hands

of a great artist, the resulting design will be beautiful. In all hands, modern industrial design must

remain ethical according to its code; abandoning this, it becomes mere promotional trickery as

machine-carved ‘Chippendale’ chairs or ‘streamlined’ bathroom scales.” 

Deploring style for the sake of style—or for the sake of commerce—has become a trademark of

the collection and resulted in several exclusions, the first of them being Art Deco and the streamline

manner, and one of the most recent being postmodernism, in the instances where it has become an

easy stylistic trick. The current curatorial choices, while not explicitly excluding whole groups of

objects or designers, still privilege objects whose form is generated from within. The lack of prejudice

against form helped the modern ideal withstand the crisis of modernism in the 1960s. Whether the

objects were sofas in the shape of baseball gloves or shapeless armchairs made of sprayed

polyurethane, they were embraced by the curators as sincere attempts to reposition the modern ideal

in a different cultural landscape, in which the relationship between form and function was no longer
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Opposite

Grete Jalk (Danish, born 1920)

LOUNGE CHAIR. 1963. Molded laminated teak, 29 1⁄2 x 24 3⁄4 x 27 1⁄4 inches. (74.9 x 62.9 x 69.2 cm). 

The Museum of Modern Art. Gift of Jo Carole and Ronald S. Lauder.
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univocal. Since the advent of the computer, formal experimentation and manufacturing have become

easier, but  the relationship between function and form has become even more confused.

Nevertheless, curators have incorporated this change into their work as yet another set of conditions,

and today can detect a modern attitude in the way contemporary designers consider their ideas in

relation to the means at their disposal. Faith in empiricism, intuition, curiosity, and the ability to recog-

nize mistakes have enabled the Museum’s curators to keep the modern ideal conversant with the

design of their time. 

There have been various formulations of the criteria according to which objects are deemed

worthy of the Museum’s collection and the process of acquisition involves complex issues, such as

funding, and collaboration among a select and knowledgeable group. Criteria may vary, but all

concerned within the sphere of the collection agree on the basic principles. Modern design

recognizes certain characteristics that relate to both the form and the meaning of an object, the way

it has been manufactured, the intentions of the designer and the manufacturer, and its impact

on the world. 

The collection is thus augmented by induction rather than deduction. Designers are not repre-

sented by entire bodies of work but, rather, by their most suitable pieces. The focus is on the objects

themselves. The curators receive submissions from all over the world, conduct research on new and

old objects, visit designers and schools, and actively seek the objects on a dedicated wish list, built

over the years and including objects from all periods. 

The Museum has been able to count on the generosity of an army of donors, manufacturers,

retailers, designers, and collectors who have donated items to the collection. In some cases, especially

when it comes to historical items that are found in auctions or for sale in galleries, or items produced

by young designers without the backing of a solid manufacturer, funds are provided by a Committee

on Architecture and Design, composed of experts in design and architecture, some of them trustees,

and by a number of support groups at the Museum, or sought from individuals devoted to a
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Shiro Kuramata (Japanese 1934-1991)

SIDE 2. 1970. Lacquered wood and aluminum, 673⁄8 x 241⁄2 x 205⁄8 inches (171.1 x 62.3 x 52.4 cm).

Manufacturer: Aoshima Shoten Co., Ltd. The Museum of Modern Art. Gift of The Junior Associates of The

Museum of Modern Art and the Manufacturer 



Design today has to deal with its own set of priorities and responsibilities, such as a concern for

the environment, a newly formulated responsibility toward other human beings, new technical

advancements in manufacturing and distribution, a new sense of privacy and ownership of things

and spaces, the immateriality of new forms of design, the interactivity that many objects allow, and

the resurgence of local cultures in response to the global market, to name just a few. Yet, all design

goes back to the same economy of goals and means. As new types of design and new issues present

themselves, they are incorporated into the work of curators. But curators’ expectations, as deftly

expressed by Emilio Ambasz (former Curator of Design at The Museum of Modern Art), remain the

same, a desire to, ”number one, present the phenomenon, two, invite interpretation . . . and see

what meanings it has for the culture. [A museum] has to operate on a very reduced level . . . dealing

. . . with complex problems and assuming responsibility [as] a monitoring institution, an evaluatory

institution, certainly not . . . prescriptive.”

Thus, the curators are still scouting the world in search of emerging elements that can foster the

modern ideal. The body of the collection and its intellectual history provide a solid reference, even

though some of its mandates have ceased to be current. The machine, for instance, is not an efficient

paradigm any more, as the profession of design, its creative process, and the way objects are used

and understood today follow more organic and nonlinear behaviors. Similarly, platonic beauty now

seems just an ancient reference that has ceased to have currency. 

The position of design, and the necessity to establish its importance and influence, is the spark

that is able to motivate curators’ enthusiasm. To this day, the public perception of design is frayed

with ambiguity, mistaken by some as decoration, by others as engineering, and overall often under-

estimated in its preeminence as an intellectual model with the potential to reach far beyond the realm

of commerce and art deep into the social fabric and material culture. The Museum’s curators’

ambitions, pursued with the same inductive theory as that established by their forebears, is to

contribute to the construction of a modern ideal in continuous evolution. 

Paola Antonelli © The Museum of Modern Art, New York
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particular period, designer, country, or object. 

Even though there is no fixed recipe for successful inclusion, some principles of exclusion have,

instead, become established traditions. A few of them are firm: no weapons, for instance, and no

fashion items per se are permitted to enter the collection, albeit for different motives. In the case of

fashion, its perceived ephemerality positioned it decades ago outside the boundaries of the mission

of the department (although guest curator Bernard Rudofsky organized a famous iconoclastic show,

Are Clothes Modern? in 1944). Nonetheless, the department acquires textiles, some historical—by

Anni Albers and Gunta Stölzl, for instance—some technical—such as erosion control mats and

filters—and some designed for fashion applications, including an extensive collection of Japanese

textiles. 

Some observers have attributed the ephemerality rule to so-called postmodernist style, and the

collection has famously declined to include the Memphis design and other icons of the period. This

choice seems more dictated by aesthetic criteria, rather than by ethical ones, much like Johnson’s

exclusion of Art Deco in his Objects: 1900 and Today show. In fact, there are numerous postmodern

objects in the collection, for instance, Shiro Kuramata’s furniture, which are subtle and beautiful

comments on the rigor of modernism.

The collection’s relationship to the decorative arts and the crafts, whose production of one-off

pieces made by hand is at odds with the notion of serial industrial production, has been uneven and

variegated. Although no question was ever raised when it came to modern masterpieces which,

although not directly machine-made, were certainly inspired by the machine and intended to advance

modern ideals, such as de Stijl or Bauhaus objects, various curators have at different times turned a

curious gaze to the crafts and the decorative arts, as if to better define and delineate their own

mission. Moreover, even in the case of real industrial products, some advanced materials actually

demand manual intervention, while some low-tech materials merely demand a crafts approach

because of their essential nature. Experimentation, be it high-tech or low-tech, requires a hands-on

approach, and the flexibility and novelty of the materials and manufacturing methods available today

have stimulated the exploration of numerous possibilities.
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