APRIL 2007

orence Knoll ...

A PIONEER OF MIDCENTURY DESIGN HELPED TO USHER IN THE MODERNIST MOVEMENT

from 1943 1o her
retirement 1 1966, Florence Knoll Bassert, who
turns 90 next month, championed the concepr of
archicecr-designed furmirure and diffused i ina
broad swath from corporate America to the Elysee
Palace. While such celebrared 18th-century archi-
tects as William Kent and Robert Adams dc:;igncd
exquisite furnirure for specific houses, Florence
Knoll Basserr produced archirecr-designed furnirure
for the Knoll line thar was available ro the public at
large for affordable prices.

Ar a ime when few women were architects or
businesswomen—especially in the ranfied group
driving the Modernist movement—she was arguably
the most influental woman in 20th- -cenrury dt sign,
and this year the design world 15 LL|L|JI.'IEID§‘ her. ThL
Wolfsonian l\ILlem in Miami honored Florence
Knoll Basserr in c.lrly March as a dc:;lgn lcgcnd and
announced the creation of an annual Florence Knoll
Design Award. A book on her theory of space plan-
ning is 0 the offing. And the accolades continue.

In 1943, 26-year old archirecr Florence Schust was
hired by Hans Knoll, a charismaric German émigré
who had recently established a furniture encerprise in
New York. Knoll had been commissioned ro design

an office for Secretary of War Henry L Sumson,
and nceded a dmunu Knoll found Schust, who had . r-] I
npprcmiccd with l\-lu..\. Breuer and Cm)pm.. and - _‘.‘:»

thus was the bcginmng of an exrraordinary dcsngn ,1'
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carcer and a personal relationship—rhey married in i e |
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1946. (Kl“’“ ‘J_"-d mn 1955, and she remarried HL”'.\- A Woman's Touch | Florence Koll Bassett (xsove) came to Knoll e 1945 and transfarmed the company imto ane of the
Hood Bassctr in l{‘))g) Jovemart purveyors of internation il madern th( Bench Mark | ik 5o mainy (»’f.l‘:‘c! -”rrfmh."f’lul,(mv [#':J.'(_HJ that wibered in
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; : 20th-century madern u"mgm and architecture. See Resources.
maxim, and Knoll Bassett proved a superb conduit. :

Through designs that defined the modern aestheric,
she rransformed the Hans G. Knoll Furnirure
Cum}mny into Knoll Associates—the purveyors of
mternational modern sryle,

Prior to her architecrural studies, Knoll Bassert
studied 1 the 19305 ar Cranbrook Academy under
the direcrorship of Eliel Saarinen, facher of Eero. It

was a stellar period: Charles Fames, Ralph Rapson,
Ray Kaiser and Ha

the time. These Cranbrook associations were o

ry Berroia were also students at

nhnpc the evolution of Knoll.
When Knoll Basserr first started at
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True Icon | Knall Bassett’s pieces for Knoll, including ber side chaiv (rop LEFT), continue to be much-copied classic. Design Duo | Hans Knoll bired Florence Schust (asove
RIGHT) 101 {993 a5 a designer They married in 1940, Office Space | One of Knoll Bassett’s greatest contributions to Knoll was the Planning Unit, which bandled interior design
for corporate clients and Knoll sbowrooms, including the company’s aviginal showroom in New York (asove Lert). Color Fusion | Harry Bertoia’s innovative side chair (sot-

rom), available in an array of colors, remasns a fixture of midcentury design. See Resources.
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Plastic Fantastic | Of ibe many picces Florence Kunoll Basiett commissioned ,‘.!rmugi' the
years, ane fine was by dose friend Eevo Saavinen. His Tidip Chair and Stool (ABOVE) were exer-
cises in (far.lfr.lr:g Sorm, mizfmg miteriors of what be called the st of f{@ " See Resoterces

Knoll, she was unimpressed with the company’s furniture —wood pieces
with a Danish sensibilicy. With her Miesian training, she favored clean

ines and modern marerials such as stainless steel and plastic. She persuaded
Eero Saarmen to contribute designs to Knoll such as the womb chair and
the Pedestal series, including the Tulip Chair and whar 1s now known as the
Saarinen table. She was also instrumental in having the furnicure company
provide Harry Bertoia with studio space where he parlayed his inrerest in
sculprure into the famous wire chair. When she needed large-scale picces for
public spaces, Knoll Bassctr convinced Mies to grant Knoll production rights
to his Barcelona furniture. In fact. Knoll Basscrr was one of the first to asso-
clate dcsigncrs' names with pieces rhcy created. These assoctations reinforced
the message of Knoll: This wasn't just furnicure, it was Design.

Knoll Bassete also brought her own designs to the line. With their
squarcd-o[f lines and Paircd-down clcgancc, her sofa, credenza and coffee
table conrinue ro be distincrive and much-copied classics.

With Knoll Basserr ar the helm, the Planning Unir—creared when she
joined the company ro handle interior design for corporare clients as well as
Knoll showrcoms—rranstormed the way rhe execunive office looked. From
Stimsons office, the company moved on to prestigious commussions from the
Rockefeller {amily offices, General Mortors and CBS. Th rough space planning
nd dcsign, Knoll Bassert related the funcrion and dcsign of the interiors to
the archicecture. "We showed the way to save square footage.” she ance said.
“We made 1t logical and functional, buc at the same tme we tried to make 1t
human.” As a result, awkwardly placed reproduction furniture gave way ro
clean. unclurrered offices thar used space cfficiently.

Terence Riley, direcror of the Miami Arc Museum and former Philip
ohnson Chief Curator of Archirecrure and Design ar the Museum of
Modern Arrt, stares thar Knoll Basserr's great contriburion to Knoll was her
Bauhaus-denved “belief in the Pombilirv of industrv and dcsign working
hand-in- glovc Indeed, cthe furnicure was not onlv bc.luufullv concerved, bur
Iso exquisitely fimshed—the modern equivalent of fine 18h- -century atelier
wvorkmanship. (In 1972 the Louvre mounted a Knoll rETrospective, and the
furnirure looked gloriously timeless in irs aristocraric h alls)

Many experts beheve thar Florence and Hans Knoll personified modern
design. "They pur a face on this lovely new thing called modernism,” says
Lurz. "They made it so much more approachable, mviring and personal”
Thanks in large pare ro Knoll Basserr, modernism lefr ies lofry realm and

racefully enrered homes around the world 3
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