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At a recent meeting in New York, we were discussing a new
showroom with George Nelson, Charles Eames, and Alexander
Girard. One of our men used the words "good design image".
Charles Eames responded immediately, "Don't give us that
good design baloney. You never hear us talk about that. The
questions are: Does it solve a problem? Is it serviceable?
How is it going to look in ten years? "
Sometime ago, George Nelson and I were talking about some of
our problems and plans. He said that despite the problems it
was quite wonderful that, after more than 17 years of being
together, our principal problem still was too many ideas . . .
we had more solutions to problems than we had money and people
to translate them into products for the market.
In a recent talk, George Nelson said:
Design is an activity that expresses the style, the
living rhythm of a society. If any designers think
you are, or are going to be, totally free creative
agents, forget it. And if it should ever happen to
you, which heaven forbid, you would have no idea
of what to create. Social values provide the framework within which the designer does his job and
most of his ideas "to boot. "
Dezso Sekely asked me to talk about "My Life with the Herman
Miller Designers" and these glimpses give you some hint of
that. Perhaps, however, along with this we can try to do something that may be of more value to you. We have a key in what
George Nelson said, "Design must be carried on within the
framework of the society. "
Part of our society is industry. I look on industry as a vital
bridge between the designer and the user. It is industry that
must provide the climate of freedom which the designer needs
and within which the designer can function. It is industry that
helps the designer to translate his solutions into products
that the consumer can use.
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With this in mind, I would like to use our business as an example,
giving you something of our history, our philosophy, our objectives,
and our relationship to the designers. This should help you to
see how it has worked in one company and may help you in forming
the proper relationships with the businesses that will be your clients,

HISTORY
Our company's story begins 60 years ago with a group of businessmen buying a defunct canning factory for the purpose of manufacturing residential furniture. During the first 25 years, our
management behaved just about like all other furniture manufacturers of that era: They placed little or no stock in the value of
design and concerned themselves with only those products that
sold readily in the market place. During that time," the furniture
buyers were, in effect, designing our furniture since we gladly
made any changes in construction or appearance to please them.
At that time, our company and its products had no identity to
speak of ...
our furniture looked like everyone else's because
we all were trying to answer exactly the same question: how to
design and build a product line that would second-guess public
taste. Our sales volume declined steadily during those years,
despite H. L. Mencken's observation that "no one ever lost a
nickel by underestimating the American public taste. "
1931 found us like many other small businesses . . . on the verge
of bankruptcy. Clearly, it was no time to try the untried but we
did. Gilbert Rohde, our first designer, was retained - not for
his furniture designs, because he had as yet never designed any
furniture - because of his refreshing concepts concerning how
furniture should be designed.
His thesis was quite simple: Forget about public taste and trends
and forget about producing what will sell in the next furniture
market; concern yourselves instead with researching and answering
certain human needs in the home and business environment. This
needs-instead-of tastes philosophy carried with it some interesting
disciplines for the manufacturer:
1. The designer was about to retain absolute control over the
production of his creations. The manufacturer would not be
allowed to change the mechanics or appearance of a design to
the slightest degree.
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2. The materials used in the production of a design were to be
respected for their inherent qualities. The manufacturer would
not be allowed to use the material in a manner unnatural to its
basic character. There was to be no faking of finishes.
3. The manufacturer was not to produce copies of antiques but
rather devote his energies to producing furniture "of the day, "
embodying the best available contemporary materials to solve
current problems of living and working in the home and office.
Rohde's designs gained an impressive public acceptance at the
1933 Century of Progress World's Fair in Chicago. And so, in
the early '30s, without knowing it, we made a modest kind of
history; ours was the first company to mass produce a broad
range of modern furniture in the United States. It is interesting
to note that, despite Gilbert Rohde's death in 1944, the climate
for creativity and the design concepts he originated continue to
flourish in our company today.
Following Rohde's death, our search for a new designer ultimately
led us to George Nelson. George had never been a furniture
designer. He was an architect, a writer, a critic, an editor
and an artist. He was also a student of living and prolific in ideas.
Before his solutions were on the market, he brought in Charles
Eames and later, in 1952, Alexander Girard to design textiles.
Today, these three men form a design team which we believe
has made a great contribution to American living.
The former canning factory building I mentioned has been abandoned (two years ago) and the new plants have been built. Herman
Miller furniture is being manufactured in the United States in
Zeeland, Michigan, and in Los Angeles; in Europe, in Canada,
Australia, Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela and Japan. Our showrooms are located in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, San Francisco and Washington, D. C. We maintain a Research Division
in Ann Arbor, Michigan, and our building plans call for an expansion
of the present two-building manufacturing plant to a four-building
campus plan located on an 83-acre site in Zeeland.
As a final bit of identification for our company, let me add that
we manufacture products for residences, offices, lobbies, schools,
hospitals, and transportation terminals. We have our own textile
business. These products are sold through architects, interior
designers and furniture dealers.
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WHAT IS OUR DESIGN PHILOSOPHY?

Whenever the man on the street thinks about "design", which he
almost never does, he usually gets bogged down in considerations
of aesthetics and taste. I'd like to put down some considerations,
at least at the outset. According to Webster, "design" is "a plan,
a purpose in view, an aim, an intention". This definition pretty
well describes our attitude toward the creation and building of
products. If we believe Webster, it follows then that "good design"
means "good plan", "good purpose", "good intention", and "bad
design" means "bad plan", etc. Too often the seller and the
buyer of a given product concern themselves with its configuration
rather than its function, its inherent qualities, its intended use.
Designing then is a basic activity. It comes to grips with the very
essence of a problem and proceeds to develop a solution organically,
from the inside out, as opposed to "styling 11 which concerns itself
largely with the distinctive mode of presentation or with the externals
of a given solution. The design activity is based upon an understanding
of the intrinsic or inherent principle of a given problem and its solution.
A brief look at American history might be helpful at this point.
Pioneer man fashioned an existence out of the wilderness and
without the aid of any Do It Yourself kit. Pioneer man protected
himself and his family against the elements and his enemy and
then set about to build everything in his immediate environment.
He built houses, furniture, hand tools, conveyances, and all the
other products needed to get about the business of survival.
Pioneer man had a very direct connection with materials and
processes. He understood all the things about him and he felt
one with nature; indeed, he was able to shape his own environment.
Let me expand upon this point for a moment. One of our designers,
Charles Eames, and his wife Ray were asked by the Government of
India to travel to that country and critique the design quality of
consumer goods there. The Eames came away with a wealth of
lasting impressions from India. Among the consumer products
that impress them most favorably was the Lota, a vessel the
people of India have used for hundreds of years. It is used to carry
liquids, grain, clothing, and a great number of other provisions.
Charles Eames became fascinated with the Lota as a problem of
design and posed a series of considerations that he felt would need
to be faced in order to create a similar product with such intrinsic
value. As I read this list, I think you will find a similarity in the
thinking here to the personal involvement with which each of us
should approach a design problem.
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But how would one go about designing a. Lota? First
one would have to shut out all preconceived ideas on the
subject and then begin to consider factor after factor:
The optimum amount of liquid to be fetched, carried,
poured and stored in a prescribed set of circumstances.
The size and strength and gender of the hands (if hands)
that would manipulate it.
The way it is to be transported - head, hip, hand,
basket or cart.
The balance, the center of gravity, when empty, when
full, its balance when rotated for pouring.
The fluid dynamics of the problem not only when pouring,
but when filling and cleaning and under the complicated
motions of head carrying, slow and fast.
Its sculpture as it fits the palm of the hand, the curve
of the hip.
Its sculpture as compliment to the rhythmic motion of
walking or a static pose at the well.
The relation of opening to volume in terms of storage
uses - and objects other than liquid.
The size of the opening and inner contour in terms of
cleaning.
The texture inside and out in terms of cleaning and feeling.
Heat transfer - can it be grasped if the liquid is hot?
How pleasant does it feel, eyes closed, eyes open?
How pleasant does it sound when it strikes another vessel,
is set down on ground or stone, empty or full, or being
poured into?
What is the possible material?
What is its cost in terms of working?
What is its cost in terms of ultimate service?
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What kind of an investment does the material provide,
as product, as salvage?
How will the material affect the contents, etc. , etc. ?
How will it look as the sun reflects off its surface?
How does it feel to possess it, to sell it, to give it?
Of course, no man could have possibly designed the
Lota. The number of combinations of factors to be
considered gets to be astronomical . . . no one man
designed the Lota, but many men over many generations.
Many individuals represented in their own way some thing
they may have added or may have removed, or through
some quality of which they were particularly-aware.
I wonder how many manufacturers of consumer products use such
an exhaustive list of considerations in bringing a product to the
market place.
Unfortunately, modern man does not have a sense of ease in his
surroundings. He does not possess the knowledge of tools and
materials as did the pioneer man. Today in our homes, we are
all surrounded by labor-saving machinery we don't understand
and can't begin to repair. Even the handiest of men can't cope
with a printed circuit.
As man began to lose the craftsman's experience of designing,
making and enjoying, the artists and designers asserted themselves as the new style draftsman - still qualified to feel, discern,
create, and care about things for the multitudes who no longer could.

All of which brings me to my central theme, namely that
-- Design activity (true design, that is) is an extremely important
and pertinent factor to our very existence as a civilization; and
-- Like it or not, designers are important; indeed, vitally
essential for the success of a business enterprise. After all,
it is we who are jointly responsible for providing solutions to
many problems that perplex our society today.
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In our company, design is a management function. George Nelson,
our Director of Design, is a member of the Policy Committee at
Herman Miller and, as such, has a voice in all major corporate
matters. In our company, the designers receive and depend upon
feedback from Sales and Manufacturing, but they report only to
top management.
Our designers each maintain a highly diversified design practice.
In 1959, George Nelson was appointed by the United States Government to serve as the Director of the American National Exhibition
in Moscow. Among his many duties in this capacity, it was Nelson's
responsibility to select and display hundreds of consumer products
which would best represent the American people to the Russians.
For this exhibit, Charles Eames created a seven-screen movie
which portrayed the face of America and its people to the Russians.
Charles Eames was commissioned by our Government to give an
introduction to science at the Seattle W o r l d ' s Fair. He did it
with a six-screen movie.
Both Nelson and Eames w e r e deeply involved in the New York
World's Fair. George Nelson designed the Chrysler Exhibit and
the Irish Pavilion. Charles Eames designed the exhibit for IBM.
Charles Eames and Alexander Girard have just completed an
exhibit on "Nehru - His Life and His India" for the Indian Government.
Last year, Alexander Girard, our textile designer, created an
impressive Nativity Exhibition at the Nelson Rockhill Gallery in
Kansas City under the sponsorship of Hallmark Cards. Girard
has designed numerous exhibitions, shops and residential interiors.
He designed the interior, place settings, waiters' uniforms, menu
covers, et al, of New York's famed La Fonda de Sol restaurant
in the Time-Life Building.
Mavericks? Well, yes, I guess you could say many designers
are - it's their "maverick" quality which makes them so valuable
to a business enterprise. A good designer brings to almost any
problem a very high degree of detached perception, which more
often than not solves the problem with remarkable clarity.

OBJECTIVES AND RELATIONSHIP TO DESIGNERS
How do we work with these men?
which govern our behavior.

The foundation is some principles

Page

1. Design is an integral part of the business. The designer's
decisions are as important as those of the sales or production
departments. It is his responsibility to recognize needs and solve
them in his own way. There is no pressure on the designer to
modify design to meet the market. Sales and Manufacturing have
a responsibility to feed back to Design information that helps the
designers to define the problem. But the designer decides how
to use this information.
2. The product must be honest and relevant. It must provide
value, function and service. It must be a solution for a living need.
3. We decide what we will make. If the designer and management
like a solution to a particular problem, it is put into production.
There is no attempt to conform to the so-called norms of public
taste, nor is there any special faith in the methods-used to evaluate
the buying public. Our designers must not be hamstrung by
management's fear of getting out of step. All that is asked of
the designer is a valid solution.
Then it is management's role to provide for these designers a
climate of freedom that includes certainty of production. Real
design and product development can only take place in such a
climate of freedom - freedom from dictation by Sales and Manufacturing. Their function is feedback, which contributes to the
designer's definition of the problem.
Sometimes this feedback is very specific. Three years ago, our
Sales Department discussed with architects of the O'Hare Airport
Terminal the problem of airport seating. In this case, feedback
by the architects helped to define the problem for Charles Eames.
He then had freedom to work out his solution.
One further principle in our design program is this: We are
primarily interested in innovation. Innovation can take two forms:
1. Technology innovation or the combining of materials and
techniques with a need.
2. System innovation or the combining of existing solutions or
modules to solve a more complex problem.
These kinds of innovation are the result of the assembly of information by the designers or others that trigger ideas, not necessarily
on the same subject, but ideas that result in the development of a
product. Again, to set up this kind of triggering, the problem
has to be properly stated at the beginning.
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Beyond this, our designers, we in management and we hope
most of our people have concern for details, for solutions, for
service, for value, for function, for excellence.
I should point out too there is also heartache in working with
designers who have principles like these and who earn a climate
of freedom. We have difficulties with budgets and deadlines.
They occasionally use feedback in a frustrating way. There are
times when you wonder if it's worth it, but then there are also
the times of inspiration, tremendous performance and results.
The fact we have worked together as long as we have with our
designers has proved to us it is worth it.

It occurs to us that today almost all of the best design and the
best quality is being spent in "anti-people" products (missiles,
computers, power stations). Products for people, such as
toasters, dishwashers, automobiles and cigarette lighters, are
seldom designed to p e r f o r m half as well.
It is the responsibility of designers and industry to produce welldesigned and "well-engineered products. It is not the responsibility
of the consumer to demand them. Generally, the consumer does
not have the resources, the know-how or the understanding to know
what to demand in today's products. The result is that American
industrial programs of planned obsolescence have set up an industrial complex geared to producing waste, and a society trained to
accept it.
Our hope is, that in the years to come, American business will
develop a kind of social conscience concerning human values and
how they are affected by the manner in which consumer products
are designed, built and sold.
In these few minutes today, I have attempted to describe how good
design has built and nourished our company. I have also tried to
present some insight into the design activity. In closing, I'd like
to quote what I feel effectively illustrates the attitude a designer
and a company must have if they are to work successfully together.
It is from one of my children's favorite Dr. Seuss stories, "On
Beyond Zebra":
Said Conrad Cornelius o'Donald o'Dell,
My very young friend who is learning to spell:
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"The A is for Ape. And the B is for Bear.
The C is for Camel. The H is for Hare.
The M is for Mouse. And the R is for Rat.
I know all the twenty-six letters like that . . .
. . . through to Z is for Zebra. I know them all well. "
Said Conrad Cornelius o'Donald o'Dell.
"So now I know everything anyone knows
From beginning to end. From the start to the close.
Because Z is as far as the alphabet goes. "
Then he almost fell flat on his face on the floor
When I picked up the chalk and drew one letter more.
A letter he never had dreamed of before !
And I said, "You can stop, if you want, with the ?
Because most people stop with the Z
But not me !
In the places I go there are things that I see
That I never could spell if I stopped with the Z.
I'm telling you this 'cause you're one of my friends.
My alphabet starts where your alphabet ends !
So, on beyond Zebra !
Explore !
Like Columbus !
Discover new letters !
Like WUM is for Wumbus,
My high-spouting whale who lives high on a hill
And who never comes down 'til it's time to refill.
So, on beyond Z ! It's high time you were shown
That you really don't know all there is to be known. "

Hugh DePree
3/2/65

