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VITRA DESIGN MUSEUM

Chairs collection 1910-1980

from the Vitra Design Museum, Weil am Rhein

In the early Eighties a new trend began to appear as the public demonstrated growing interest in various aspects of everyday life which had until then been neglected, judging them worthy of attention as every particular modus vivendi reflects the intimate essence of a culture. Design became a separate discipline that fitted this orientation and created fertile ground for innovative research into ergonomics, logistics and architecture centring around furniture and all the objects which surround us every day in the home, with the goal of consciously organising our private and public living space. In this context, the chair above all was assigned new importance, whether viewed as a simple supporting structure or as a little symbolic throne: an object with which we are all constantly in contact. Its immediate proximity with man gives it a prominent role among furnishings and ensures that it is an essential cultural document in which every era finds its own typical, distinct form of expression. The Vitra Design Museum in Weil am Rhein was created to make people more aware of the aesthetic and functional value of their organised environment. The initiative was promoted by a furniture manufacturer, Rolf Fehlbaum, president of Vitra International, who wanted to document his company's history and started collecting the early products in the series designed by Charles and Ray Eames and by George Nelson. But his search for the company's roots soon grew into the idea of making what was originally a private collection into a public museum. The Vitra Design Museum opened in November 1989 and immediately attracted visitors from all over the world, thanks to the unconventional architecture of Frank O Gehry, one of the founders of the deconstructivist movement, and the work of exhibition designer Dieter Thiel, who, stimulated by the boldness of the new building, successfully mediated between its architectural structure and the space in which objects were exhibited.

The museum's primary concern is research, conservation and presentation of one of the world's most extensive collections of contemporary furniture designs. The collection includes more than 1600 items representing all ages and styles from the start of mass production in the mid-twentieth century to the functional modern 20th century design of Werkbund, Bauhaus and De Stijl, the experimentation with colour and form of Pop Art and the post-industrial furniture and sculpture of the ’80s. The primary goals of this unusual museum include making the design process transparent throughout, from the initial idea to the finished product. For furniture is not conceived solely through a mental process, but is the fruit of experience which takes the form of sensory contact and psychological inter-relations. This is why the object is no longer presented solely as a work of art up on a pedestal; the visitor must be able to interact directly with the object through installation of reproductions and demonstration models. The Vitra Design Museum is a museum of everyday culture consecrated to the history of modern furniture design in the broadest possible sense, capable of establishing complex inter-relationships between the worlds of art, architecture and design and examining the connections and differences between the fine arts and the applied arts. And so it helps to underline the value of these so-called minor arts, which had in the past been relegated to a secondary role but are actually of great interest for their own aesthetic significance and as symptomatic expressions of different human mentalities and cultures.

