
		
			
				Eames

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		


		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		


		
			
				Eames

			

		

		
			
				naomi stungo

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		


		
			[image: ]
		


		
			[image: ]
		


		
			
				6

			

		

		
			
				Introduction

			

		

		
			
				Charles and Ray Eames | Here is a curious thing: while designers such as Frank Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier and Alvar Aalto have gone down in the history books as the “greats” of the twentieth century, you are far more likely to have come across the work of a lesser-known couple – Charles and Ray Eames.

				In schools and offices, airport lounges and government buildings, museums and private homes around the world, you will find seating designed by the American husband-and-wife team, Charles and Ray Eames. Their work is so ubiquitous, so much part of our visual landscape, so much what we expect furniture to look like that it is almost impossible to imagine anyone actually hunched over a desk designing it. 

				The Eameses not only changed the way the world sits, they also revolutionized what it meant to be a designer. Charles Eames liked to describe design as “a method of action” – that is, a verb, rather than a noun: an approach to be applied to any problem. Besides furniture, the Eameses designed splints for the American army, buildings, films, exhibitions and multi-media presentations. If this multi-pronged approach is what we expect from designers today, it is because the Eameses pioneered it. As designer and editor Timor Kalman said, “Charles and Ray changed everything.”

				Given the Eameses’ importance, it is surprising how little has been written about their lives. During his lifetime, Charles Eames deliberately discouraged what he called “memorial monographs”. As Pat Kirkham (who later wrote such a book with the support of Ray Eames) explains, Charles preferred to look forward and not to rehash the past: being “written up”, he felt, implied that one’s life’s work was done. Since Charles’s death in 1978, details have gradually emerged about their lives. They are pretty sketchy in places, but it is possible to piece together a story about how the most important American designers of the twentieth century came to be.

				Charles Eames was born in 1907 in St Louis, Missouri. As a small child he was introduced to the Froebel system (as Frank Lloyd Wright had been), a pioneering teaching method that encouraged kindergarten-aged children to 
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				Above left. Leg splint for the US Army, 1942. Above right. Charles and Ray pictured with a plywood sculpture developed while experimenting with the material. 

			

		

		
			
				play with geometric wooden toys – spheres, cubes, pyramids and triangles – in order to stimulate their spatial awareness. Whether this played a part or not, Charles quickly developed a keen sense of form and design. At the age of 14, after his father’s death, he took a part-time job at the Laclede Steel Company in Venice, Illinois, where he was soon promoted to the engineering shop as a draftsman. He was clearly talented. Not long afterwards, a rival firm, Aitkens Mills Company, offered him a scholarship to study engineering which he turned down – he had decided to become an architect. In fact, Charles never qualified as an architect. He was thrown out of Washington University three 
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				years into his training. Despite his popularity – Charles’s eminent good looks, charisma and talent were widely commented on at the time – his ideas were too radical for the old-fashioned, beaux-arts-style architecture school. Charles, who champed at the bit to explore the ideas of the “modern” architects coming out of both Europe and America at the time, was ejected in 1928 for “premature enthusiasm for Frank Lloyd Wright”. His teacher, Gabriel Ferrand, went as far as telling Charles’s prospective father-in-law that he would never amount to anything as an architect.

				At first, things seemed to go well. The following year, he married Catherine Woermann, one of a few women training to be an architect in St Louis at the time. The couple honeymooned in Europe, visiting France, Germany and England, and seeing buildings by many of Europe’s leading modern architects – Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius. Charles later described the effect as electrifying jolt to his sensibilities, like “having a cold hose turned on you”. 

				Back home in the USA, Charles set up in practice as an architect with Charles Gray. The timing could not have been worse: the country was plunging into the worst economic crisis of its history – in three years from 1929 to 1932 the American stock market lost 90 per cent of its value, industrial production slumped by a half and the building industry collapsed.

				Looking back, Charles was philosophical. “Now going into [the] practice of architecture in 1930 is really something. And it’s the greatest thing that could happen because you practise architecture and you have to do everything. And we did some little churches, we did some houses and residences and, if there was sculpture to do, you carved the sculpture. If there was a mural to paint, you painted the mural. We designed vestments, we designed lighting fixtures and residences, rugs, carvings …” The Depression helped broaden his outlook, but it took its toll on Charles’s health and he found himself plunged into a deep personal crisis. 

				In 1933, he paid off what debts he could, left his wife and young daughter behind and headed off to Mexico for what he later descried as an eight-month “on the road tour”. Looking at the work that he was later to produce, it is easy to see that Mexico must have been another jolt to his system. With its rich tradition of inexpensive, hand-crafted and brightly painted goods, it was a 
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				visual feast after Depression-era America. Charles sketched and travelled (and was twice arrested), soaking up the atmosphere – the sun, the colour and the sheer freedom of it all.

				Although he never formally graduated, Charles always referred to himself as an “architect” rather than a “designer”. Despite the outrage that he had provoked at architecture school, the houses that he designed on his return to the USA before meeting Ray were modern without being radical – a fashionable if eclectic hotchpotch of colonial revival, modern and Scandinavian styles. 

				The Scandinavian influence owed something to the work of Eliel Saarinen, the well-known Finnish architect (who emigrated to America in 1923 with his son Eero and the rest of his family) whose work Charles knew well. The respect was clearly mutual. In 1938, Eliel Saarinen invited Charles to come and teach at the Cranbrook Academy of Art in Detroit, the influential design school of which he was director. It was here that Charles was to meet Ray.

				In a relationship as close-knit as Charles and Ray’s, it is difficult to know where one half’s contribution ended and the other’s began. Of the two, Charles was by far the more ebullient, the more at ease in public, and as a result, it was generally he who spoke about their work. Although he always stressed the part Ray played, this tended to get overlooked and, when she died in 1988 – ten years to the day after Charles’s passing – there was scant recognition of her contribution in most of the obituaries. In the decade that she survived her husband, she first completed the projects that remained outstanding, then sidelined design to give talks about their shared vision, and to write about it.

				In fact, Ray Kaiser (as she was born) played a vital role in creating America’s most dynamic post-war design team. Born in 1912 in Sacramento, California, Ray showed an early aptitude for art and design and, when the family moved to New York, she threw herself into the art scene, enrolling at the Art Students League. In many ways, Ray’s tastes were far more avant-garde than Charles’s. Besides studying under the German emigré artist Hans Hofmann, Ray took dance classes with the legendary American choreographer Martha Graham and was keen on film. She quickly developed into a successful artist in her own right and was a member of the American Abstract Artists group, which exhibited at some of Manhattan’s most progressive galleries.
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				In 1940, after her mother died, Ray decided to move to California and build a house. She stopped off in Cranbrook for four months. As she later explained: “I hadn’t had any practical training, and I thought that would be a very good thing to know – you know, to increase my knowledge of how things are done. At one time, just before finding Hofmann, I was going to study engineering … somehow I’ve always been interested in structure, whatever form it was – interested in dance and music, and even my interest in literature had that base, I think … as structure in architecture. This seemed the perfect place because [I had heard] about Eero Saarinen and [the] great potter, Maija Grotell.”

				At Cranbrook, Ray met Charles. Exactly what happened never seems to have been written about. The pair were obviously hugely attracted to one another and it is not hard to imagine why: Charles was dashing and magnetic; Ray as bright as a button. Professionally, too, they were ideally suited: Charles had experience of engineering and building; Ray of colour, structure and forms. By 1941, they had married, moved to California and set up their own design office. 

				The Fred and Ginger of the design world, it is impossible to think of Charles and Ray individually. They go together: like strawberries and cream, neither is as good on its own. In public Charles may have come over as the dominant force but theirs was an equal partnership. You only have to look at photographs of them to sense this. Very often they are wearing matching outfits and, almost always, they are holding hands or both touching the same object. They never had any children of their own (though Charles had a daughter from his first marriage); work was their focus and they threw themselves into it with equal fervour. In a makeshift studio in their rented Los Angeles apartment with a home-grown moulding machine made from scraps of wood and bicycle parts, Charles and Ray quickly began experimenting with plywood. Cheap and flexible, it seemed an ideal material for a new kind of design, one that was lightweight and modern, inexpensive yet beautiful. 

				Charles had started to use plywood at Cranbrook, where he and Eero Saarinen had jointly won first prize in the Museum of Modern Art’s “Organic Design in Home Furnishings” competition in 1940, with a range of plywood tables and moulded plywood chairs. Together, he and Ray now began to 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite. The Eameses turned their hands to anything; nothing was out of bounds. Here, Ray experiments with an early prototype for The Toy.
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