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SAGGI / ID: 18-03

Ambasz had landed on the idea of a show on Italian design by May 1970, as he 
recounts in the preface to the catalogue, whose translucent dust jacket with 
design objects apparently encased in it was the curator’s own work (figure). 
The preface was followed by generous thanks to all who had helped with a 
project that had grown to a scale and ambition never before seen in a design 
show at the Museum. 

A key to understanding the project, it seems to me, is to be found in a line bur-
ied in the acknowledgments. The lengthy roster bristles with thanks to Italians 
who guided Ambasz to projects, such as members of the editorial board of 
Domus, and to colleagues in New York who agreed to late-breaking changes 
in the Museum’s exhibition schedule as ltaly: The New Domestic Landscape 
began to transform the landscape of the Museum indoors and out. A special 
relationship is also announced to his old mentor Maldonado, who “once again, 
as at Ulm several years ago, assumed the role of older brother, giving gener-
ously of his advice and directing me toward intellectual resources.”1

The show was shrouded in paradoxes from the first. Although ltaly was 
famous for the quality of its design, from lighting to housewares to furniture, 
Ambasz was intent on exhibiting objects not only to “recognize the cultural 
achievements of modern Italian design” and “to honor the accomplishments 
of ltaly’ gifted designers” but also to catalyze debate, both in ltaly and in 
the United States, from the influential stage that was MoMA.2 From the first 
he sought to show design objects not as consumer fetishes – although he 
curiously chose to create a landscape of showcases that many found remark-
ably close in spirit to those at nearby Fifth Avenue luxury boutiques such 
as Tiffany & Co – but as subjects raising larger questions. As he explained 
in the catalogue, he gave prominence to the “critical consciousness” with 
which designers and public “are now questioning the sociocultural mean-
ings and implications that the phenomenon of design has for ltaly.” 3 And not 

Italy: the New Domestic Landscape

BARRY BERGDOLL * 

*	 Il testo è tratto da Emilio Ambasz: 
Curating a New Nature by Barry  
Bergdoll © 2022 by Rizzoli  
International Publications, Inc.  
Copyright Barry Bergdoll.
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only for ltaly, since he felt assured that the position of design there was well 
ensconced-despite the radical social ruptures there in the early 1970s, as the 
threat of the Red Brigades was increasingly polarizing Italian society and in 
the wake of the contentious Milan Triennale of May 1968, closed by protests 
before it could even open.

Ambasz’s gamble was to highlight Italian design ingenuity and invention 
while also bringing into the Museum a version of these intense debates.  
Political positions had activated the design world, from architecture to con-
sumer objects.

If MoMA’s press release alluded to the climate of protest on both sides of the 
Atlantic, it was clear that even in 1968, when a student sit-in famously shut-
down Columbia, New York was a far different place from ltaly or even for that 
matter from the New York of 1972. “ltaly, Mr. Ambasz says, is not only the 
dominant product design force in the world today but also illustrates some of 
the concerns of all industrial societies. ltaly has assumed the characteristics 
of a micro-model where a wide range of possibilities, limitations and critical 
problems of contemporary designers throughout the world are represented 
by diverse and sometimes opposite approaches. These include a wide range 
of conflicting theories about the present state of design activity, its relation 
to the building industry and to urban development, as well as a growing dis-
trust of objects of consumption.4

Ambasz hoped to create a display that was as much about the role of design 
as it was about individual designs. Environments-design objects in their con-
text-would be key. And reception was not left open-ended for viewers to reach 
their own conclusions: after visitors had perused the objects on display and 
projected themselves into the imagined environments, the curator inserted 
himself more overtly into the display with “audio-visual presentations ex-
plaining the purpose of the exhibits, and a concluding audiovisual section in 
which the director of the show, Mr. Ambasz, gives an analysis and critique of 
the problems raised.” 5

In a summary of his aims in the back of the show’s thick catalogue, Ambasz 
explained, “The concerns of these designers and critics are so wide in their 
range, and their perception of problems so acute, as far to transcend their 
range circumstances. Thus, evaluating the situation in Italy may lead to a 
better understanding of the reciprocal relationships that exist in general 
between design and society today.” 6 But as outsized as the show’s reputation 
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is today nearly a half century later, among historians and design curators 
who often had not experienced it firsthand, the exhibition was by no means 
universally acclaimed or understood in the summer of 1972. The cost of the 
show itself garnered news coverage, with the Christian Science Monitor 
news service claiming that its $1.5 million price tag made it the Museum’s 
most expensive show to date, a figure Ambasz says is grossly exaggerated. 
And commenters did not shy away from noting the fact that ltaly’s ministry 
of foreign trade was among the show’s sponsors, along with numerous Italian 
manufacturers. This was chief among the undertaking’s many contradictions, 
all underscoring the almost inescapable paradoxes of the anti-consumerist 
design show. Writing in the New York Times a few days before the show 
opened, Norma Skurka pinned its ultimate significance, noting, “Our very 
lives depend on curbing consumption and limiting expansion in order to 
preserve our ultimate environment, the planet earth.” 7 Others pointed out 
that visitors couldn’t so easily shake their ingrained habits as consumers. A 
journalist at the Philadelphia Inquirer wrote:

One problem to keep in mind when viewing the exhibit is that the films and com-
mentary – intended to explain – don’t always lead to understanding. The part of 
the exhibit devoted to objects drew more definitive reactions-both positive and 
negative. “See that table – it’s just like mine,” one woman told a friend. The table 
had a white pedestal base and round marble top, a natural from ltaly where 
marble is plentiful. Several of the designers were intrigued with multi-purpose 
items, particularly things that fold away. One example is a round table top divid-
ed into four segments, each of which drops down flat and out of the way when 
not in active use.8

Previews and opening parties continued for the better part of a week, assur-
ing an avalanche of press coverage both in New York and across the country, 
particularly through syndicated services. Reporting on an impressive roster 
of visitors, from William S. Paley, president of the Museum and board chair-
man of CBS, and textile designer Jack Len or Larsen to the architects I.M. Pei 
and, of course, Johnson, the New York Times observed reactions ranging from 
overt to guarded enthusiasm. The reporter couldn’t resist adding, “Some 
women, in fact, toured the area as if they were in a department store… Rita 
Gam, the actress, [said], I’d go out and buy everything here, except that orgy 
truck… She was referring to an outsized, glasswalled green vehicle that has 
no steering wheel and is filled with couches.9 In the first of two reviews of 
what she called MoMA’s “Super show,” Ada Louise Huxtable, who had herself 
staged a show on Italian architecture and design at the Museum in 1954. 
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noted that “if the Museum’s garden, a military array of monumental ‘shipping 
cases,’ row on row, contains displays of household objects, suggesting, ac-
cording to one opening night visitor, ‘a supermarket at Karnak’”.10 Reactions 
varied, echoing Peace’s conflation of primitive past and ungraspable future.

Many newspapers syndicated an article penned for the Christian Science 
Monitor under the title “Far Out Furniture from Italian Designers,” which 
noted that the show “will to some… resemble nothing so much as a lunar 
landscape.” 11 Huxtable concluded one of her two Times articles, “If the Ital-
ians are in charge of doomsday, that, too will be carried out with style.” 12

1	 Ambasz, “Acknowledgments” in ltaly: 
The New Domestic Landscape, 15.

2	 Ambasz, “Summary,” ibid., 419.
3	 Ibid.
4	 The Museum of Modern Art, untitled 

press release no. 26A, for release May 
26,1972, 1, accessed February 19, 
2021, https://www.moma.org/momaorg/
shared/pdfs/docs/press_archives/4801/
releases/MOMA_1972_0030_26A.pdf.

5	 Ibid.

6	 Ambasz, “Summary,” in ltaly: The New 
Domestic Landscape, 419.

7	 Norma Skurka, “Home Was Never Like 
This,” NewYork Times, May 21, 1972.

8	 Grace Madley, “ltaly’s 20th Century 
Renaissance Philadelphia Inquirer, 
July 7, 1972., 60.”Some Were Excited, 
Some Bored., 61. Ada Louise Huxtable, 
“ltalian Design Show Appraised-Ambi-
guous but Beautiful,” New York Times, 
May 26,1972, 43.

9	 “Some Were Excited, Some Bored.”
10	 Huxtable, “Italian Design Show”, cit.
11	 Marilyn Horman, “Far Out Furniture 

from Italian Designers,” Des Moines 
Register, June 13, 1972, syndicated 
from Christian Science Monitor News 
Service.

12	 Ada Louise Huxtable, “Designing the 
Death of Design-but Stylishly,” New 
York Times, June 4, 1972.

NOTE
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