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FUNCTION IN MODERN DESIGN
Gydrgy Kepes

THE BATTLE TO SELL modernism to the American public began shortly after World War
I, led to a considerable degree by the efforts of a number of European immigrants who pro-
claimed the virtues of practicality, the importance of design principles, and the merits of
avant-garde thinking to their students and colleagues at design schools across the United
States. Trained as a painter and filmmaker in his native Hungary, Gyorgy Kepes (b. 1906)
emigrated to the United States in 1937, and a year later became Director of the Color and
Light Department at the Chicago Bauhaus, under the direction of Ldszlé Moholy-Nagy.
From 1946 to 1974, Kepes taught at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and in
1968 founded The MIT Center for Advanced Visual Studies. As author and editor of
numerous books on art and perception, he has long been interested in examining how func-
tional design, both in theory and practice, could benefit from a fusion of art and technology.
In this essay, Kepes looks critically at the relationship between the utilitarian demands of
Junctionalism and the humanitarian goals of “honest design”: it typifies the kind of analy-
sis with which he is most often associated; a combination of creative, pragmatic, and psycho-
logical inquiry that lends itself brilliantly to the field of design scholarship.—JH

oday’s obsession for speed and quan-

tity has profoundly influenced the

ways in which we think and feel.

Mass production and mass commu-
nication, with their characteristic standardized thoughts and vision, have overworked
ideas, making of them exhausted stereotypes.

We tend to mistake the slogan for truth, the formula for the living form, rep-
etition of habit for cultural continuity. Inertia leads us to carry this dead body of lifeless
thoughts around with us. To halt the depletion of the life of the words we use, of the
ideas and purposes that guide us, we must constantly overhaul our mental equipment.

Vigilance is needed not only in the spheres where we are vaguely aware of
the intentional misuse and manipulation of words and ideas, as in political propagan-
da or the cheaper aspects of advertising. It is needed also in fields where we assume
that we know what we are talking about, in our own profession. Here we must be
doubly alert, for we lack the perspective that distance offers.

I have been asked to write about function in design. The words “design” and
“function” are prominent in our daily vocabulary. The coupled term, “functional
design,” is accepted today as the core of professional activities that aim to shape man’s
physical environment. Has the term “functional design” escaped the fate of other
repeated terms? Battles are still fought, and the last skirmishes under the banner “form
follows function” are still with us; but there is reason for believing that the underly-
ing thought has lost its living strength.
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It seems, therefore, appropriate to begin by asking questions, by examining
the fundamental terms that we generally assume have a clear meaning. Taking noth-
ing for granted, let us subject our professional catchwords to strict scrutiny.

What is function in design? To answer this question logically is to answer with
relevance to the purpose that initiated the question. To recognize the validity of a
logic of design one must first recognize the root purpose.

What is then the purpose of man-made design? Is it sufficient to answer that
the purpose of a building is shelter? the purpose of a chair to support the human
body? of a book to permit its being read? Can these functions be understood only
within the narrow radius of what we consider their function to be, or do we need to
inquire still further until we reach a final and common root of all these purposes?

If the roots of those thoughts, which today seem self-evident and which we
use frequently in a mechanical repetition, are traced back to the ideas and works of
those great pioneers of the recent past who gave us these thoughts, it will become
obvious that they meant more than most of us mean today. Louis Sullivan, whose
work and writing became the guiding force of contemporary design thinking, was
fully aware of the depth and range of the issues involved. He wrote these words about
his own goal, “To make an architecture that fitted its function, a realistic architecture
based on well-defined utilitarian need—that all practical demands of utility should be
paramount as basis of planning and design; that no architectural dictum or tradition
or superstition should stand in the way.” And he wrote also, putting his own thought
in a broader context, “Man perhaps and probably was the only real background that
gave distinction to works appearing in the foreground as separated things.”! For him
and for all the great men who paved our way to a healthier thinking, it was always
self-evident that design is not for design’s sake, that design is for man.

Man was the root of their thought, and human function gave direction and
measure to whatever they were doing. They attacked with admirable concentration
new structural possibilities, but this technical mastery was only a means to an end and
never the end itself. It was not the house function that they built for, but a function
of man by means of a building. Not the chair, not the book, which was functioning,
but again man, who through his design of the chair and the book could function bet-
ter, that is, live fuller and freer. And furthermore, it was not merely one aspect of man,
not just the feet, the hands, the lungs, or the eyes, but man as a whole. Everything that
they conceived was considered in its implications to all the levels of existence of a
human being. Although they fully recognized that straightforward thinking in physi-
cal and utilitarian terms is a necessary step in putting a design on a healthy basis, they
did not forget that the elementary utilitarian functions and the honest use of materi-
als and techniques are conditions only, not ultimate purposes.

Man was in focus; but not man only as he was then. They aimed to satisfy his
needs for comfort as a means to help men grow. And we may quote Sullivan again:
“The fabricating of a virile, a proud civilization, rich in its faith in man, is surely to
constitute the absorbing interest of the coming generation. It will begin to take a
functional form out of the resolve of choice, and the liberation of those instincts with-
in us which are akin to the dreams of childhood, and which, continuing on through
the children and the children of the children, shall be a guide evermore.”

Their work had a living fiber because it was intimately connected with a liv-
ing human core. For design that integrates life, functioning for man, functions in
terms of the materials it uses, the structures it applies, and the form in which it is
shaped. Designs which have their root in the heart of man, and not in his pocket, are
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alive. Designs which grow organically with the calm dignity of honesty, not with the
haste of a bad conscience, can only and do only provide the values need’cd for human
growth. They are functional in the truest meaning of the word.

dai {Knd 50 let us understand that the issue is not functional design as such, that
it is not just the “know how,” but the “know why” and the “know what.” The crl'lx of
the issue is not the mere physical principle, which is as old as nature and history, but

needs. This means that before we proceed to design any object for a given purpose
we should question the purpose itself. The aim of the object should not sim lp b‘
taken for granted. It should be evaluated in its broadest scope. o il
Does the so-called functional design which we are so proud of, frequently Justl
proud, function in this broader sense? We have learned to think honestly in the term}s{
c.‘f the materials and tools used and to respect these materials and tools. We are scnsi;

logic of design, carefully avoiding all waste. The objects we make have visual congru-
ence befween the inside and the outside and are transparent in meaning. But did we
flpp]y this honesty pfthmkmg, the economy of the making, the alertness to the chang-
mﬁ tools and media, to the human material which is the root and purpose, the tool
an .th.e user of our designs? Are we devoting as much care to man’s need, to his
Intrinsic nature, as we do to building with reinf i | ;
| orced concrete or to bending pl
into furniture? riciicofig
e Has not our concern for the efficiency of the detail led to the neglect of the
efficiency of th'c most important design, the design of man as an individual and as a
member of society? It is a brutal paradox of our age that by concentrating all efforts
}cliucmg man, the active man, man’s happiness, growth, and promise. For how could we
ope that all these wonderful, neat, crisp, functional designs that the best designers are

m;mory of the pa.st.This emphasis on the finished object creates a “ready-made” atti-
tude that rests satisfied with ppearances and limited utility, Consequently, the object
never seems to take its place in the broader area of total human needs. It js time now

of]'1 all values is man. We must develop a functional thinking, directed toward a design
where all ]evevls of human intentions and objects for use are organically interconnect-
ed, as only this cohesion will sanction their existence,

e What are the possible concrete implications of these thoughts and hopes on
esigning forms of visual communication, in particular book design? What is the sta-

tus of‘contemporary bpok design in relationship to other designs of today and in rela-

tionship to these reorientations that we plead for?

o When other man-made objects, not hampered by tradition, went through
ealthy metamorphoses, when almost every product was revaluated in terms of utili-
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tarian functions, new materials and techniques, the form of the book is barely touched
by the recent technological and scientific progress.

It is evident that if the book is to function on those broader terms that we
hope for it must first catch up with the temper of the age, with industrial conditions,
and must reach a new functional level on a realistic basis. Bookmaking must become
efficient in all those means that are now affecting the design of most fabricated
objects.

The first task is then to rethink the media in terms of the mechanical inven-
tions and readjust the work to the advanced printing techniques and reproduction
methods. If book design will be made with an inventive spirit, fed by the thorough
knowledge of advanced production methods, it will inevitably have the stamp of hon-
esty and clarity, the first requisite of functional design. If the designers will conceive
their objects with a forward-looking thinking attitude toward their tools, their work
will not be sidetracked into the costly fake trimmings of traditional styles, nor will it
be necessary to use the patina of the past or the chromium-plated glitter of the pres-
ent. Book designs which are done with a genuine understanding of mass production
give a promise that mass production will serve as a material basis of a democratic soci-
ety, giving honest service to the largest number of people.

But book design, to catch up with other design, must be efficient not only in
its making, but also in its performance. The designer must rethink the book functions
in their physical, optical, and psychological aspects. A book has weight, size, thickness,
and tactile qualities, qualifies which are handled by the hand, as its optical form is
handled by the eye. The physical form of the book will be efficient in its functioning
if it fits the need of the hand that uses it. The book can be conceived of in the same
sense as a handle of a tool or a utensil, and must be molded so that the hand can
“operate” it with perfect control.

As a visual form a book must meet the needs of the eye.The factors influenc-
ing visibility and legibility are correlated into functioning visual unity if the size of
the page, the type sizes, the distribution of the type, their weight and proportion, the
brightness contrast between the color of the paper and the ink, are controlled rela-
tionships. But since not an isolated eye alone but an eye with the mind behind it does
the reading, the organization of the printed page should be guided by a full under-
standing of the most advanced knowledge of the findings of psychology. It has been
disclosed that one does not perceive patterns and meaning by a piecemeal assembling
of the individual parts, but by grasping total relationships. We do not read by piece-
meal assembly of the individual letters but by seeing unified wholes, configurations of
words or word units. Printing limited by the technical processes of making the letters
or casting types and printing them in the mechanical logic of the press cannot meet
the requirement of the visual organization processes. The regimentation of reading

conditioned by the mechanics of printing, forcing the eye to follow the rigid com-
pulsion of the lines, is not the optimum visual condition of comfortable reading. Eye
fatigue is due to the monotony of the visual task. New possibilities of technical inven-
tions and the findings about the laws of visual perception can be synchronized. There
is a challenge for coming bookmakers, and there is a hope that printing can undergo
a reformulation which will bring book design to a truly contemporary level.

A clear visual structure of the individual pages is not sufficient to make a
book integrated. A book commands movement of the reading eye. As a musical com-
position has a melodic line that binds the tunes into a living continuity, so the book
should have a continuity of movement. The dust Jacket, the binding, the end papers,
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‘the title page, the front m
2 page, : atter, th.c chapter heads, and all the pages should be inte- d | ; . 3 g
grated by an orchestration of the visual sequences. And this directed movement should e ave (lic Gtagas STV HDIRR B s ko e B
not be . ; ‘* i shou i x . . - 2 3 by
s Oa servitude enforced on reader. A book is not music, which has only one direc- ;atlon cfl'orms. :—o:e émciem Lvinkiaie G pRRINIEING R SEtled Wt e UV e
on. One wants some time to reread orwardness of the visual patterns.
organization of the visual low must bcaﬂi:;sfgliceit):él:t:g i?cr;gir PN S ibe Fitness to functioIrJl has also another implication. The logic of design is syn-
: regiumentation. : g 5 ; ; :
The linear continuity, however well organized, still cansot f:lﬁll Al d d onymous with economy of design. In the evolution of production, particularly since
; i ) § emands . A St , Sie % :
for a unified design. The eye has to take a continuously changing span of attenti - the industrial age, the division of labor and the functional coordination of unit
‘ : ention in : ; . o Jx ' . At
foﬂowmg up word, phrase, clause, sentence, paragraph, chapter, and volume. It has var- _ performances gained increasing significance. Although at present this principle
ious tasks in reading and in looking at pictures. Reading has a changi | ' ; dangerously wounds the integrity of the individual, its essential sense is unques-
ditioned by meaning and by the visual keys to 'read theﬂge Illean:ll;:lglng s ] tionable. Today, when a rich range of new vehicles of communications is emerging, it
There is an inherent meter and rhythm in the sequence ofs b d - is worthwhile to reconsider the meaning of the distribution of labor. It seems to be
i s s, words . e :
and images. Books of today very rarely meet a form that correqpond); e & 1_0‘ B, essential to understand what form of communication can best fulfill certain aspects of
- , - e living { : . = : :
pulsation of the reading eye. Severed from th .- messages. Motion-picture photography and television become major factors in our
o e rhythm o Y J
removed from the organic rhythm of a line traced EY an ofgtal:’leics%t;l::lyw;);?l; d(}zublly y | ife- For the.time being, ey hardly bave Gaeir proper STe8S f glactin gpenton
e hanc - ; ; .
most of our books are dreary teneme . ¢ Only recently serious concerns were voiced by leaders of the book industry about the
! nts of words badly in need of rhythmi X ’ Y ' .
accents—accents which exist in the spoken language Fsbannal : dangerous impact of television on the book industry. Creative thinkers are needed
To give a book unity, the graphic form of communication must match i r who could guide the proper problems to the proper agents and develop the appro-
character the ideas of which it is the vehicle. A book can have an integrated iadass priate distribution of function among the new and old forms of visual communica-
. . . ers - . . g . . . . g .
ality—its outward face can correspond to its inner content. Today the irgldi d P l‘r;mf ; tion. There is also chance for a cross-fertilization of ideas, techniques, idioms. It is very
the book is onl indivi . , " viduality o 3 i ign will m hni i
om0 un;)rr; y tEhe .1r.1d1v1dual ;lgra{;hlc signature of its designer. A genuine face, that p?sts:ble _— bl?Ok ;iemgthWIIdbbent:ﬂ;?rlcatlvy. from the montage technique of motion
of spirit, can on ; . . _ ' ictures as well as from the idioms ot television.
appropriate visual tg-m A A i b : Assuming that book design will meet all these and other demands of func
V) 1
The laws of visual perception are conditioned by the visual habits of the ti tional performance and thus will better fill its function, in truly contemporary terms,
: Akl s 1e time. ; : . . ‘
Visual communication can be efficient only if it adapts itself to the new landsca Z there are still some distant hopes for meeting also those deeper functions which are
the new psychology of conten : : o anchored in the deepest human needs. What are, then, those aspects of book design
v p Yd gy 1porary man. Book design, to be efficient, must make hich b d E £ b 4 d ﬂpr L), i .g
gnificant adaptations to the contemporary scene. i which go beyond the mere economy of production and eificiency 1n utilitarian
Machines, motorcars, airpl i : : erfi ce?
X anes, fast-rac : . : performance:
shopwindows, stn:‘et scenes, r‘notizn pictujei r:::lag}sig:rl:s;;veﬂl;tizzi ]:(tht dlspl;lys, - Within an ever-increasing wealth of products, man himself became worn out,
S ! ommon fea- , ‘ . e
tures of the contemporary scene. Tt : ; - incapable of benefi from his labors. L d belt, h ly feels th
S . Toget A P , pable of benefiting from his labors. Limited to a conveyor elt, he rarely feels the
artificial light sourcss, thrz complex %{:I::;:;:]h d;-e ;e\lv b Of]lght eleemfom joy of creation. Unablge to encompass the metamorphosisczf thing; which take shape
and their intricate spatial patt b , d sho e Masaaps withthe sopcrapers - under the work of his hands, he forfeits the sense of accomplishment, the unity and
ern above, and the : ' : ’ $ ,
incomparably greater speed and density to visual c?t:;aef ur:ﬁemﬁath, thgy — 3 3 thus the harmony in the doing, which might give him true satisfaction. Limited to
ronment has ever presented. There is very litt‘le timcpnow ;;r Pzilczﬂifi:r:ev?us P , the mechanical details of one or another singular movement, within the complicated
: : 3 of unessen- . ; ; Sl i
tial details. The duration of the visual impressions is too short. C pt en, cogwheels of the production machinery, he gradually loses those sensibilities which
visual habit underwent a new transformation and dcveloped. id‘;;;:ﬂggr:}ry ];w‘_ns 1 are the guarantors of his perceiving the richness of life. Drained of the nourishment
simplic o i : .
RO which is essential to his growing to full human stature, he loses the measure and

forcefulness, and structural lucidity. Our vision, to be efficient, learned to see funda-

mental relationships. meaning of his deepest aspirations. Through mass production, which could only be

achieved through mechanization, man’s sensibility, emotional unity, has been killed or

This tendency toward si ici AT
mplicity and precision is further reinfor i
. ced by ce . p 1 ] AL
psychological needs of man living today. We do not see passively; the images Y ;tam at least dulled and deformed. It is not accidental that in most of our free activities we
- . b ’ we , it 4 . s u & . u
in our minds are not simple mirrorings of what is outside. We rather see %vh . e don’t participate with the full vigor of our total self. It is significant that in our arts,
: . . » at we ! T . . Y ,
looking for. Our drives, purposes, are guiding our ways of perceiving. Industrial o l or rather in the appreciation of art—movies, the radio, television pictures, and, yes,
) : ria - : i ;
duction introduced new objects, machines, and machine-made objects. Th W , books—we are passive men, lazy men, armchair onlookers. We perceive only a small
: . # ’ ¥ {5 ey w . ¢ : ' ' ;
made with utmost precision and control dictated by clearly recognized and Y ter; fraction of the most vital aspects of life. We do not live any form of creative experi-
functional needs, utili ; il i 1 ; we hardl iCi ith hol i
. ity, and economy. ‘ ity ence in a total response; we hardly ever participate with our whole sensuous bein
things appeared ;s th:yc;nly g In]:. Conﬁ;sm%fworld gromad ol iithin hese through eyes eanp and kinesthetic pleafure IE the age of specialization we alsg
j man-made object of perfection and logic. The mechani ' Al 7 :
. 3 . echani- enpy ; y .
cal functional clarity of the machine, the perfect harmony of the paftq W - l became specialized in our experiences, and have lost the vigor that comes from the
takable clear relationships w i i ' el i dinati f d level
2 er : , : LA coordination of many ranges and levels.
Clarity, precision, econ . § ot 1(1)3515 folr Miehapambing logieand.oudes inlife. [ To counteracyt thiqgsha]lownev; to achieve a fuller man, we must do everything
) sion, economy are compelling values in a ing i - : vi; ; !
g wasldisaffogeting inthefight that helps to rescue and may redevelop man’s dulled sensibilities. It is the major func-

of cross-purposes. It is not by chan i
p y ce that the most commonly appreciated aesthetic - tion of every man-made design to fit the true purpose of man and help him to
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perceive life as an integrated, balanced flow of activity in which his sensuous, emo-
tional, and ideational levels coexist harmoniously. Organic human experiences must
be juxtaposed against the mechanization of man, which pushes and presses him so that
he will fit into the rhythm of the machine.

We must find those feelings in which and through which man’s bonds to
nature and to man can again be experienced. Creative experience, man’s faculty to
grasp vital organic coherence, is the yeast of the potentially fuller man. Only art, the
Joy in creative doing and perceiving, will help to bring back the needed sensibilities
which can safeguard man from being further twisted away from his better nature.
Every man-made object, every element of the man-created environment, will fit to
its deepest function if it is a form of art, if it has unity, proportion, rhythm, and living
symmetry.

What book design ought to aim for is a rhythmical quality conditioned by
appropriate technical and utilitarian limitations. The act of producing our means to
survive, the search for economy of effort, led man to rhythm, and thus to art.
Occupational movements articulated to perfection gave birth to something else
which was broader and richer than its origin. The sweep of the sickle, the meeting of
the hammer with the anvil, the play of the fingers on clay in the process of making a
pot, became dance, song, and ornament. Rhythm, the coordination of individual
motions into an economy of performance, became more than its origin; it became a
symbol of unity between body and mind, material and tools. It became an expression
of interdependence within the individual or within a team of workers. And it can help
book design reach its final functional form.

There is a new challenge in contemporary thinking and vision, a challenge
that springs from the need of a total reorientation of language. A transformation of
vision and thinking is taking place. We are moving toward broader idioms of simul-
taneity, of transparency, of interpenetration. These are displacing linear perspective in
thinking and seeing. Contemporary painting, architecture, design, writing, and phys-
ical science are developing powerful new methods to reach this new operational area.
Transparency in painting, interpenetration of internal and external space in buildings
point toward an even more dynamic visual language of simultaneity. Printed commu-
nication has its own contribution to make to this new language, its new place to take
in the new world of vision.

Let there be cooperation among those whose work makes the final form of
a book: the author, the book designer, the printer, the photoengraver. How can a
designer shape the rhythm and personality of a book when he hardly has the chance
to become acquainted with its contents? How can he synchronize his form ideas when

he does not know the problems the other collaborators are facing? A collaborative -

team could, in a free give-and-take relationship, develop an integrated spirit, a genuine
craftsmanship on a twentieth-century level. Only such cooperation can stimulate the
writer to consider the book in its true terms. It can help him to think, to write with
consideration of visual rhythms in the development of a new, richer, multi-dimensional
literary art that affects human sensibility on every level of sensuous experience.

Designs for printing are, by sheer quantity, an important factor of our visual
environment. Printed designs inevitably condition man’s sensibilities, for better or
worse. It is our task to be alert to what is here involved and to make our designs fit
their total purposes.
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If graphic forms are made to function for man"s welfare in their fullest range,
we may hope that we will one day fulfill our obligation and help make truth truth
again and not a slogan. We can create genuine forms, rath.cr t}?an apply- for.mulas.Thus
we can bring back the truest meaning of tradition, which is to realize in terms of

today a living continuity with the genuine values of the past.

First published in Graphic Forms: The Arts as Related to the Book (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1949).
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