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Edward Wormley, “La Gondola” sofa, ca. 1957 

 
Today when we think of Italian Design, images of sleek, zippy Vespas, compact Olivetti 
typewriters and sleek furniture are likely what comes to mind. However, this version of Italian 
Design was galvanized only later in the 20th-century. While Italy had historically been a center for 
fine art, the handcrafts and decorative arts were held in almost equal regard within Italian 
society.  
 
After World War II, the United States instituted the Marshall Plan, an aid program intended to 
provide funding for trade and infrastructure throughout Europe with the goal of making it more 
prosperous while also thwarting the spread of Communism. The Marshall Plan’s funding to Italy 
included aid specifically for craft industries including metalwork, woodwork, upholstery, ceramics 
and textiles. This aid allowed small, mostly family-owned operations to expand and modernize 
during the late 1940s and early 1950s setting the stage for innovation and exploration. 
 
During this time there were two parallel schools of production – traditional hand-craft and 
modernized small-scale production, when led the way for product design which finally 
synthesized into what we think of as Italian Design today. This exhibition gives a brief overview 
of these two schools, their affect on American design, as well as a look at how Italian Design’s 
influence has developed since the late 1960s. 
 
The Italy at Work: Her Renaissance in Design exhibition of 1950 was a catalyst in exploring and 
presenting the current state of craft and artisanal production in Italy. With funding from the 



Marshall Plan, “Italy at Work was as much a trade show as a cultural event: it was part of the 
programme of economic support with which the USA was providing Italy at that time – in 1948, 
for example, almost five million dollars were made available to stimulate the work of the Italian 
craft industries – under the umbrella of the Marshall Plan. Italian artefacts were being shown in 
the USA as a means of stimulating consumer desire in the American marketplace, thereby 
assisting in promoting trade links between the two nations and helping the economies of both 
countries.”1 
 
“Craft Art” or hand craft has a deep tradition in Italy and held deep cultural cache in the early 
and mid-20th century. It also served as a source of continuity in an uncertain time of re-building 
and provided an important role in enabling a certain kind of innovation to take place.2 By 
encouraging and connecting American manufacturers with Italian craft shops, both American 
and Italian economies were bolstered and it was seen as a winning solution for all.  
 
These kinds of craft also served as cultural touchstones for Italian-Americans eager to seek 
familiar surroundings in a new country. As a newly affluent group, Italian-Americans were also a 
main marketing target for companies importing Italian craft for use in American products. The 
floor lamp with table by the Marbro Lamp Company of Los Angeles (item no. 1), is a great 
example of the use of small-scale, hand-wrought and painted metalwork incorporated into a 
design along with more standard machined parts.  
 
Parallel to the hand-craft tradition, American aid allowed smaller, mostly family-run operations to 
modernize and move forward in a more progressive manner, honing small machine processes to 
produce very small editions of high-quality goods. This economic freedom provided 
opportunities for small workshops to bring in high-profile architects, fine artist and designers to 
open and lead shops dedicated to their particular interest or specialty, paving the way for Italian 
Design as we know it.  
 
Companies such as Fontana Arte and Stilnovo exemplify this small-scale high-end production 
method. Led by a series of design luminaries, Fontana Arte was, and remains, an international 
leader in fine lighting, small furniture pieces and decorative accessories for the home. The 
cylindrical table lamp by Max Ingrand (item no. 10) exemplifies Fontana Arte’s use of hand- and 
machine-methods of production. The hand-chiseled glass disc sits in an asymmetrical chrome 
top, with the body consisting also of glass so the light is directed both outward and upward with 
varying expressions. The combination of hand-work and small-scale machined pieces are 
indicative of this movement. 
 
By the late 1950s and early 1960s, however, these two movements would come to be subsumed 
under one ‘Industrial Design’ canopy and hand-craft in particular began to fade from view.  The 
later 1960s and 1970s were times of intense social and political turmoil which would lead 
cutting-edge Italian designers down the path of Radical Design while luxury goods makers 
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galvanized their international reputation for quality and ‘Italian Style’ was disseminated widely 
and interpreted internationally.  
 
Italy entered into the European Community in 1956 and other European countries began to 
become interested in Italian goods. “Hungry not so much for tradition, of which the rest of 
Europe already had plenty of its own (and which had accounted for the strong appeal of 
Scandinavian design in Europe in the early 1950s), but for a new image of modernity which 
could reflect the optimism of the technological revolutions of those years-the space race, the 
expansion of new materials, synthetics in particular-as well as the dramatic consumer boom and 
the new-found faith in modern goods, Italian design took on a new desirability in the eyes of a 
new marketplace. In turn, post-war design in Italy had completed its first phase of development 
by this time and had reached a level of maturity and consolidation. Leaning, at first, on its 
artisanal traditions it had established for itself an association with the concepts of quality and 
individualism which was unequalled elsewhere. Relating, through “art-craft”, to contemporary 
fine art it had acquired an unprecedented level of cultural capital.”3 
 
This more European-focused approach through 1970s and 1980s saw much more inclusive and 
open design community. For instance legendary Italian furniture maker Cassina, in business since 
the 18th-century, began the responsible re-edition of design classics by Rietveld (item no. 16), Le 
Corbusier and Charlotte Perriand. This approach can also be seen in the Maison Jansen 
campaign chair (item no. 15) which was designed by the French firm and executed in the high-
end Italian metal shops. 
 
American makers, eager to bring the glamour associated with Italian Design, began to use more 
materials used by top Italians such as Gabriella Crespi and Willy Rizzo. Since these processes 
were no longer difficult to execute or perfect, the American market saw an influx in materials 
such as brass, chrome and Lucite (as seen in item nos. 17, 18 and 20). 

 
 
 
  

																																																								
3 Ibid. 



EXHIBITION LIST 
 
1. MARBRO LAMP COMPANY (American, 1945 – 1990) 
Floral motif tole floor lamp with table, ca. 1950 
Hand-wrought and painted metal, brass, glass, period shade. Produced by 
Marbro Lamp Company, Los Angeles, CA with hand-made parts imported 
from Italy. Marbro sticker to light fitting and small metal tag to base 
“MADE IN ITALY”. Accompanied by a period shade. 
53 x 18 x 18 in. (135 x 46 x 46 cm) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. ITALIAN 
Pair of Modernist armchairs, ca. 1950 
Upholstery, maple. Produced in Italy in the style of Ico and 
Luisa Parisi. 
Each: 40 x 30 x 27 in. (102 x 76 x 69 cm) 
 
 
 
 
3. ITALIAN 
Silvered five-arm wall candelabra, 1940s 
Hand-wrought and silvered metal, carved and silvered wood. With 
small metal tag “MADE IN ITALY”. 
43 1/2 x 25 x 13 in. (110 x 64 x 33 cm) 
 
This wall-mounted candelabra was likely produced in specifically Italy 
for the American market.  
 
 
 
 
 
4. ITALIAN or AMERICAN 
Set of four sconces with flowers and fruit, ca. 1948 
Colored glass, dore bronze mounts, metal. Unwired. 
Each: 15 x 10 1/2 x 5 1/2 in. (38 x 27 x 14 cm) 
 
These sconces are an excellent example of the combination of handcrafted glass with pre-cast 
metal mounts, possibly assembled in the US using both American and Italian parts.  

Marbro Lamp Company, based in Los Angeles, CA was one of the 
small companies utilizing hand-made, traditional Italian decorative art 
elements imported with help from the Handcraft Development Inc. and 
the House of Italian Handcrafts which connected American producers 
with Italian makers. The hand-painted floral elements of this lamp were 
produced in Italy. 
 



5. PAOLO DE POLI (Italian, 1905 - 1996) 
Ribbon-edged tray, ca. 1960 
Enamel over copper. Signature and sticker to underside. 
1 1/2 x 6 x 11 3/8 in. 
 
 
 
6. PAOLO DE POLI (Italian, 1905 - 1996) 
Pair of door handles, 1960s 
Enamel over copper.  
Each: 10 1/4 x 4 1/8 x 2 1/4 in. (26 x 10 x 6 cm) 
 
 
 
“Within recent years these possibilities (of enamel) have been thoroughly explored by Paolo de 
Poli of Padua whose work in both transparent and opaque enamels on copper uses to the full 
the decorative effectiveness of areas of color blended or contrasted over simple forms. A 
sensitive juxtaposition of the qualities of opaque and translucent films plus a daring yet just 
sense of color relationships are the distinctive characteristics of his work. In this case the 
application of formal decoration is unnecessary as in that of the finest oriental porcelains where 
form and color support each other.” Italy at Work exhibition catalog, p. 37, 1950 
 
 
7. PIETRO CHIESA (Attr.) (Italian, 1892 – 1948) 
Pair of wall sconces, ca. 1930 
Mirrored glass, frosted glass, brass, painted wood. Produced by Luigi 
Fontana, Italy. 
Each: 12 x 7 x 4 in. (30 x 18 x 10 cm) 
 
The inter-war years saw small, boutique production by makers such as 
Luigi Fontana. Fontana would soon found Fontana Arte, a major player in 
the small production of fine glass goods later in the 1940s through today. 
 
 
 
8. EDWARD WORMLEY (American, 1907-1995)  
"La Gondola" sofa, model no. 5719, ca. 1957 
Mahogany, Kravet couture fabric, brass. Produced by Dunbar, USA. 
31 1/2 x 111 x 31 1/2 in. 
 

The influence of Italian design and the Italy at Work exhibition are evident in Wormly’s “La 
Gondola” sofa of 1957. Both in form and name, Wormley drew from Italian style and culture with 
the ability to distill it down into a digestible form for Dunbar’s affluent but conservative clientele. 
Dunbar’s output was more in line with the Italian small production and output approach in that it 
did not use automated production, all pieces were generally hand-constructed, an element of 
why Dunbar pieces retain such value today.  
 



9. STILNOVO 
Pair of pendant lamps, model no. 1327, ca. 1965 
Colored faceted glass, aluminum. One signed with Stilnovo sticker. 
Each: 16 in. high x 4 in. diameter 
 
Stilnovo’s output was characterized by very small numbers of a larger number of designs. The 
firm’s work in the 1960s focused on the use of simple forms executed in modern materials, such 
as chrome, combined with fine glass elements. These pendant lamps express this approach 
through their use of simple chrome and brass shapes adorned with peach-colored hanging 
crystals. 
 
 
 
10. MAX INGRAND (French, 1908 - 1969) 
Table lamp, model no. 2441, ca. 1960 
Frosted glass, chiseled glass, chrome-plated metal. Produced by Fontana 
Arte, Italy. 
6 1/8 in. high x 5 3/4 in. diameter 
 
Since its inception in 1932 until the 1970’s, Fontana Arte focused on high-end workmanship of 
flat glass and was the first Italian company to become a major player internationally. The idea of 
producing high-end flat glass production was successful thanks to the employment of the best 
men in the field as Artistic Directors: Gio Ponti, Pietro Chiesa and Max Ingrand. It also worked 
with specialized artists such as glass engraver Edwin Burger and painter Dube'. This great 
craftsmanship and attention to detail allowed for their pieces to be very expensive even when 
first produced. After the death of Max Ingrand in 1969, Fontana Arte continued to produce his 
designs through out the 1970's until it decided to change its focus to more industrial designs. 
 
 
 
 
11. ARREDOLUCE (Attr.) (Italian, 1946 – late 1970s) 
Floor lamp, 1960s 
Painted metal, brass, opaque glass, fabric. 
55.5 x 7.5 x 16.5 in. (141 x 19 x 42 cm) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
12. GIULIO MOSCATELLI (Italian, 1917-1997) 
Armchair and ottoman, ca. 1970 
Stainless steel, upholstery. Produced by Formanova, Milano, Italy. 
Chair: 31 1/4 x 28 3/4 x 31 1/4 in. (79 x 73 x 79 cm); ottoman: 17 1/2 x 
24 3/4 x 17 in. (45 x 63 x 43 cm) 
 
While few companies produced on and industrial scale, most, like Formanova, manufactured in 
limited numbers using a wide network of small local companies and craftsmen creating pieces 
that were unique and rare such as this springy flat steel chair by Giulio Moscatelli. 
 
 
13. ITALIAN 
Pair of mirrors in the style of Giacometti, 1950s 
Plaster, mirrored glass.  
40 x 30 x 2 1/2 in. (101 x 75 x 6 cm) 
 
Plaster techniques once only achievable by hand were modernized 
for larger output, though still relatively small-scale by comparison, as 
seen in these cast plaster mirrors with fantastical scrollwork. 
 
 
 
14. ITALIAN 
Faux malachite-patterned pedestal, 1960s 
Ceramic. Interior stamped with “MADE IN ITALY.” 
27 1/2 x 10 3/4 x 10 3/4 in. (70 x 27 x 27 cm) 
 
Techniques such as transfer print were popularized by Piero Fornasetti. This 
pedestal displays a similar technique, though not as well-executed as 
Fornasetti’s works, which employed a top secret process. Malachite was also 
a favored motif of Fornasetti’s. 
 
 
 
15. MAISON JANSEN (French, 1880 – 1989) 
Campaign chair, 1970s 
Tubular steel, brass, leather. Each foot impressed with “ITALY”. 
41 x 26 x 29 in. (104 x 66 x 74 cm) 

 
 
 
 
 

Perhaps the first truly international interior design and decoration 
firm, Jansen was founded in 1880 in Paris. The firm regularly serviced 
international royalty, as well as the John F. Kennedy White House. 
Jansen’s commitment to quality and internationalism are seen in this 
historically-inspired folding campaign chair, designed in France and 
executed in Italy’s high-end metal workshops as indicated by Italian 
stamps to each foot.  
 



 
16. GERRIT THOMAS RIETVELD (German, 1888-1964) 
“Utrecht” armchair, designed 1935 and executed ca. 1988 
Suede, powder-coated metal. Produced by Cassina, Italy. Underside 
with Cassina label. 
28 1/2 x 25 x 31 in. (72 x 64 x 79 cm) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
17. AMERICAN 
Set of four Lucite chairs, 1970s 
Lucite, chrome, ultrasuede. 
Each: 32 1/4 x 20 1/2 x 20 3/4 in. (82 x 52 x 53 cm) 
 
 
The distillation of Italian Design was complete by the 1970s where it’s influence could be seen 
throughout American design as well. Some designers further evolved the more rational shapes 
of the early 60’s, focusing on larger consumption whilst keeping quality and sophistication in 
mind. As a result of this, the use of polished bright steel became more common as seen in the 
fittings on these Lucite chairs. 
 
 
 
18. AMERICAN 
Patchwork metal table lamp, 1970s 
Brass, copper, aluminum. Custom shade. 
31 3/4 x 10 x 10 in. (81 x25 x 25 cm) 
 
American interpretation of Italian Style is often reflected as imbuing a sense 
of glamour through materials to either geometric or sculpted form. The formal sparseness 
combined with metallic patchwork seen in this lamp draw reference from Italian designers of the 
same period, Gabriella Crespi, Gae Aulenti and Nanda Vigo.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

In existence since the eighteenth century as a wood-working 
workshop responsible, among other things, for making the pews in 
the local church, Cassina had grown from being a small family firm 
which, by the early twentieth century, combined the craft skills of 
joinery and upholstery. Still going strong today, Cassina is a leader 
in the responsible re-edition of iconic furniture designs such as 
Rietveld’s “Utrecht” chair, reinforcing Italy’s craft traditions while 
also acknowledging the larger international demand for high-
quality, high-design pieces of any origin. 
 

	



 
 
19. ITALIAN 
Mirror, 1970s 
Glazed ceramic, mirrored glass. 
30 x 21 x 2 1/2 in.  (76 x 53 x 6 cm) 
 
 
 
 
 
20. AMERICAN 
“Bamboo” floor lamp, 1970s 
Lacquered brass. Possibly by Mastercraft, USA. 
58 in. high x 10 in. diameter (149 cm high x 25 cm diameter) 
 
Brass has always been a tool in the repertoire of Italian Design, but 
reached the height of popularity during the 1970s in the work of Italians 
such as Willy Rizzo, Gabriella Crespi and Romeo Rega. American 
companies such as Mastercraft were also brass experts in their own right 
and were able to synthesize bolder Italian designs in to subtler works for 
the American consumer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


