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so that people are free to attend to what they care
about. Ironically, though, the freest societies invariably create environments that militate against
attention. Visual pollution is harmful not just because it is ugly but because it is distractive. And
therefore destructive Like other pollution, it destroys the balance of nature
in this case, human
nature. A climate loaded with designs clamoring for
your attention is a climate in which you end up
paying attention to nothing. For example,
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George Nelson, from whom a stream of provocative design ideas has been flowing for the
past 40 years, has been especially concerned
for quite some time now with the problem of
visual literacy.

Designers have of course

been complaining about visual pollution ever
since the Las Vegas strip was discovered to
exist in Akron, Ohio; Cambridge, Massachusetts;
and New Orleans.

Peter Blake's God 1 s Own

Junkyard appeared in 1964.
shows

Countless slide

many of them multi-screen

have

documented national ugliness, and a decade
or so ago the American Institute of Architects
even devoted its annual conference to the subject.

The obsession with neon run wild blinded

many designers to the fact that the garishness
they abhorred often showed more vitality than
the buildings and signage they imposed upon
their clients.

This vitality has become the

basis for a kind of backlash, represented by
the Venturi's spirited defense of the reality
that other architects were attacking.
Garishness is not in itself a sign of life.
Once I was driving into Pittsburgh along the Ohio

River Boulevard, a stretch of highway that for
sheer ugliness holds its own against anything
on either coast.

For a period of several miles

the only mark that did not truly affront the
eye, the only legend that carried any suggestion
of sincerity, was a whitewashed notice on a wall
near the Manchester Bridge that read "Impeach
Earl Warren."

The man who wrote it, whatever

his qualifications as a constitutional analyst,
had a distinct advantage over the other graphic
designers whose work was on display:

He cared

supremely about the job at hand, believed that
it was very much worth doing, and gave his full
attention to the task in a way that attracted
the attention of passing motorists.
But back to George Nelson, who pondered
might be done about it all.

For the Department

of Labor he produced a booklet called "How to
See," which he later expanded into a full-scale
book called How To See.

At the same time he

prepared a series of slide show presentations
in remedial looking.
In the course of working on those projects,
Nelson was discussing the subject with a design
administrator and a psychiatrist, both Canadians.
As Nelson and the administrator deplored the
fact that many clients, and business people in

'

general, were "visual illiterates," the psychiatrist became visibly interested.
"Hey wait a minute," he said.

"Now you're

getting into my stuff."
"What is your stuff?" Nelson asked.
"Well," the psychiatrist said, "I'm trying
to teach people how to listen."

Every designer who has had to make visual
presentations to non-visually oriented people
in other words, every designer

knows that he

works his craft in a culture in which people
who are truly unable to see are required to
make decisions based upon visual information.
And everyone who has studied the dynamics of
human conversation
psychiatrist

in other words, every

knows that he works his craft

in a culture in which people who do not know
how to listen are required to make decisions
based upon what is said.
The ability to see and to listen may appear to be related problems, but they really
are aspects of the same problem.

And the

problem doesn't stop with seeing and listening.
Among the more significant findings of the widely
publicized Masters-Johnson research is the discovery that large numbers of people honestly

don't know how to touch.

This inadequacy is

responsible in large measure for the development
of sensitivity training as a growth industry.
The real problem, it seems to me, does not
have to do particularly with the eye, the ear,
or the fingertips
senses as such.

or with any or all of the
It has to do with attention.

The ability to pay attention, to focus, to concentrate, to resist distractions, is as essential
to the design process as it is to successful life
generally.

For it is the quality of attention

that distinguishes design detail, that enables
an architect to design a building that belongs
where it is.

There is an old story about Katherine
Cornell in rehearsal.

The play's movements

had been blocked out, and the cast was familiar with them.

Cornell knew her lines and was

running through them accurately enough, but the
director was not satisfied.
"Wheref s your concentration, Kit!" he screamed
"Sorry," she said, knowing she'd been caught
out.

Any trained actor knows the hazards of a

loss of concentration.

"Attention must be paid to this man," Willy
Lomanfs wife says in the final scene of Death of
a Salesman.

It is theatrically effective, but

somewhat misleading.

The tragedy of Willy Loman

is indeed the tragedy of inattention; but while
it is frequently interpreted as society's inattention to a socially inconsequential human
being, the tragic flaw is really Willy's inattention.

He was unable to concentrate on what

mattered and, as a result, in the words of his
c^-

son Biff, "He never knew who he was."

To think about attention is to think about
the relationship between freedom and discipline.
Attention, like freedom, is difficult to sustain
but easy to simulate.

The military posture called

attention is a posture of dumb rigid discomfort.
It represents the machining of concentration,
which is a contradiction in terms, but a useful
contradiction if we know where the usefulness
stops.

Although attention is a human quality,

machines (the computer is obviously the most
conspicuous example) can in a sense "attend"
to a multiplicity of details that would be
beyond the capabilities of any person.

The

mechanics of attention can be imitated mechanically.

(/

But a machine cannot truly pay attention,
for it is incapable of caring --- and care is at
the heart of attention in design or in anything
else.

In fact one of the virtues of the machine,

and a source of its versatility, is the absence
of caring.

The computer does not care whether

it is processing medical statistics or the
strategies of war.

It does not care whether

its task is an inventory of office supplies or
an analysis of Biblical allusions in business
literature.

It is precisely because machines

don't give a damn that they can be adapted to
a variety of markets.
Designers, on the other hand, do give a
damn --- or at least they could.

But not with-

out attention, which is our way of both expressing care and nourishing it.

Attention in design is expressed particularly in detail.

And richness in detail is one

of the things we miss most when we compare a contemporary design with work we admire from the past.
Attention could be our principal means of maintaining the commitment of the crafts in the development
of technological design.
Not all detail is rich; some detail is boring
and its execution dehumanizing.

Presumably one

role of technology in a free society is to handle
boring details so that people are free to attend to
what they care about . Ironically , though , the freest
societies invariably create environments that militate
against attention.

Visual pollution is harmful

not just because it is ugly but because it is
distractive.

And therefore destructive.

Like

other pollution, it destroys the balance of
nature --- in this case, human nature.

A climate

loaded with designs clamoring for your attention
is a climate in which you end up paying attention
to nothing.

For example, individual sales mes-

sages on highways or on television cancel themselves out until the foreground becomes background.
In fact there is nothing but background:

where

we crave detail, we get clutter.

Small wonder that the age-old Eastern medi
tational techniques have been taken up so enthu
siastically in the West at this time.

They are

techniques of attention, and are sought out in
desperation when nothing else works.

The designer's role is to pay attention,
not only for himself but on behalf of other
people:

his clients and the end user.

That

contribution ought to be acknowledged, yet manu

facturers are reluctant to credit designers for
it.

It is easy enough to understand their re-

luctance:

any product represents the work of

a great many people, including engineers, and
it may seem unfair to attribute it to one person,
Yet a design credit implies that someone professionally cared, that someone
name

paid attention.

a person with a

That somewhere there is

a real live person to be grateful to for the
details that make products reliable and satisfying, and to be mad at when the things don't
work.

The Copco skillet that says "Designed

by Michael Lax" is, by virtue of that fact,
no longer just a skillet, no matter who Michael
Lax turns out to be.

It is a skillet someone

has attended to in a way not entirely unrelated
to the attention the cook pays to the act of
frying an egg.

Distractions of course are not evil in
themselves.

For one thing, they are enjoyable.

For another thing, they are essential:

without

them, there would be very little invention.
But only the attentive mind can incorporate a
distraction into a creative act.
come to all of us.

Random ideas

The creative person seizes

attentively on those that are meaningful and

makes connections between them and the problem
he isn1t working on.

When you walk through the

woods, and burrs cling to your clothing, the
distraction is irritating

so irritating that,

according to legend, King Louis XV of France
ordered the royal tailors to develop a burrresistant cloth.
(cord du roi).

The solution was corduroy
Fortunately an inventor named

George de Mestral wasn't wearing corduroy while
walking through the woods one day in the fifties.
Distracted by the burrs, he found himself paying
attention to the mechanical principle that fastened them to his trousers.

The result of his

investigation was not a superior fabric but a
bionic fastening application:

Velcro.

If bad for the culture, inattentive design
is at least good for the economy, for it summons
forth corrective products that would otherwise
not be needed.

Consider the myriad accessories

available in auto supply shops to make up for
the design deficiencies in the major product
itself.

In this connection Elizabeth Gundrey

once wrote in Design:

"A lot of supplementary

enterprises thrive on the dropped stitches of
incompetent designers... Properly designed
doors and windows would not need draftproofing

rfy

strips, and chimneys of the correct dimensions
would not call for throat restrictors to prevent
wastage of heat..."
You can make your own list of distractive
designs.

The absence of attention has its comic
aspects.

Witness Shakespeare's distracted

lovers, Mr. McGoo, and the fund of jokes about
absentminded professors.

But it can also be

a matter of life and death.

It was always

that in primitive societies; and through
technology we have managed to keep it that
way.

During World War II the discovery that

design attention was a matter of life and
death for pilots led to the development of
human factors, or ergonomics, as a discipline
in engineering design.
Conventionally the need for design attention
is less urgent in the office than in the cockpit,
but it is no less serious.

Attention in design

breeds attention in experiencing design.

The

user, encountering a system that works, feels
gratification.

The gratification is agreeable,

but what is more important is the ongoing demonstration that the system works.

Only in

recent years has sustained design attention

been paid to the work environment and its
components.

Without such attention, it is dif-

ficult for a worker to perform attentive tasks.
A working environment that does not support
work distracts from it, at a cost too high to count.

In Design Awareness (Rinehart Press, 1972) ,
Robert Sommer writes, "The traditional enemies
of awareness are the turn-off processes
adaptation, habituation, conformity, and adjustment."
Sommer cites Pavlov's orienting reflex as a
description of the extent to which a person consciously attends to his surroundings.

A dog,

in other words, sniffs, paws, and looks around
after entering an unfamiliar room.

But neurotic

dogs, entering unfamiliar space, are both frightened and "turned off."

Distraction serves the same purpose in design
as it does in character disorders:

to divert at-

tention from what is really wrong.

When Herman

Miller first began manufacturing modern furniture in the 1930's, President D.J. DePree observed that the rich carved effects of his company's line
ever was one

a design distraction if there
served the purpose of concealing

sloppy workmanship.

Styling is often a diversion.
is show biz magic

illusion.

Its magic

Just as a magi-

cian uses one hand to draw the audience's attention from the hand he does not wish them
to see, the stylist uses chrome trim and other
devices to draw attention away from function.
The strict functionalists in design tried to
reverse this process by exposing all of the
building's structural details, all of the
product's guts.

But this turns out to have

been another distraction.

In the case of products for the work
environment, the designer's inattention exacerbates the user's distractions.

This is

especially true of open-office arrangements,
where a distracted designer can turn the
virtue of interaction into a distractive
space.
Paradoxically, the better we become at
handling distraction, the more we design with
a clear focus.

The ubiquity of television

and rock music has contributed to a generation
that finds it difficult to concentrate without
noise.

The encouragingly curious thing about

this is that somehow it works.

While blinders

are necessary for horses with a single destination, highly motivated young people seem to
work best if provisions are made for peripheral
vision.

Multi-screen motion pictures and slide

shows have by now established beyond all doubt
that it is not only possible to see more than
one thing at a time, it is often desirable
and useful.
But it is useful only to the extent of
the attention designed into the process.
the designer and the end user
matter the client as well
notice what's going on.

Both

and for that

have to learn to
For only by noticing

what's going on can we design for, and manage,
it.

If the so-called failure to "cope" is a

disaster, the refusal to cope is a cope-out.
In any case, an environment that merely supports coping is at best minimally satisfactory.
What we need is a consciousness-raising environment, and only a highly conscious design
can achieve it.

Attention in design does not eliminate
attention on the part of the end user, although
it simplifies it.

If the designer of a tape

recorder has incorporated into the design a

buzz or other signal that the tape has come
to an end, this means that there is one less
thing that the user must attend to.

The effect

is to liberate him from a detail that the designer has attended to.

But only so that he

can pay attention to something that the designer
can't supply --- such as what he is saying into
the microphone . Almost invariably , attention
by design actually encourages attention in
experiencing design . The user , encountering
a detail that works, to that extent trusts
the design and recognizes a kind of collaboration with the designer.
Sound automotive design is no substitute
for driver training, but the driver of a car
with few rattles, legible meters, and supportive
seating can afford to be more attentive to the
pleasures and responsibilities of driving .

When a product does not have the requisite
satisfying details designed into it, the difference must be made up with advertising.

Ob-

viously it can't be, but a lot of energy goes
into that outrageous effort, as if the copywriter's attention could take the place of the
designer's.

This fastens the advertiser's

attention where it shouldn't be --- namely on

fabricating differences, rather than on
identifying them and calling them to the
public f s attention.

Attention does not mean fussiness, but
an appropriate locating of energies.

In the

end, it is something very close to grace.
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