
8 / D E S I G N I N G A M U S I C C A B I N E T

I will now describe the process of using feeling,
repeatedly, as the origin of a step-wise process to
make a music cabinet. In this example, feeling
guides and dominates the process, from begin-
ning to end. The cabinet is not wonderful —
though it perhaps has a living quality to a modest
degree — but I am using it as an example be-

Sketch 1cause it just happened that I made extremely de-
tailed notes while I was building it. These notes
give helpful insight into the painstaking and mi-
nute process which is usually required to find the
feeling in a thing.

It began with a request from my wife, Pa-
mela, who is a professional singer, a soprano. She
wanted the cabinet for her sheet music. Each
song is only a few sheets, so the music is too
floppy to stand up and must be stored flat. What
she needed was something with many, many thin
flat shelves, one on top of the other. That was the
basic idea of the cabinet. Because this functional
idea is unusual, it has its own character which

Sketch 2. More detailed, but it lacks feeling,
arises from the music sheets themselves. and is much too squat.

Sketch 1. Pamela told me roughly how big a
cabinet she wanted — fairly high so that one
could place a vase on top, and wide, too, but not
so wide that it couldn’t be moved around. At first
we had an idea of something about four feet
high, and three to four feet wide. I began mak-
ing small sketches. In one of these, I had the idea
that the bottom of the cabinet was deeper than
the top, and formed a base. I drew two versions,
and she picked the simpler of the two.

Sketch 2. Then I began to develop the pro-
portions of the cabinet. First, I simply took the
proportions which common sense seemed to
suggest: A width of about  inches; a height of Sketch 3: Versions of the top board
about  inches; and a depth of about  inches at
the top, a little deeper at the base. It was clear Sketches 3–7. In the next steps, I made a se-

quence of free sketches of the cabinet looking forthat the cabinet shown in this sketch did not
have the right proportions. It was rather ugly, too the right proportions. I started sketching a

three-dimensional isometric view from a per-squat, not graceful, certainly not a picture of
the self.6 spective that I knew would give me the overall
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Sketch 4. Sketches of the upper part of the cabinet.
In the lower drawing, the more elongated body begins

to have a real feeling. When the pencil had got as far as
the first drawing, nothing much had happened. By the Sketch 5. Getting the relation between the top and the

bottom just right. The upper of these drawings showstime the pencil made the lower drawing, some real feeling
entered in, and it was worth stopping there. something OK, conventional, but without any special

feeling in it. The lower, perhaps too extreme, has a trace
of some real feeling, so that when I stand and look at it, I
become aware that it has some real feeling which it sends
out to me, and that it makes me feel my existence and myfeeling of the thing. I began sketching just the

life in some poignant way.
top surface by itself. Here already there was a
sense of proportion involved, since I knew the
top was important in its effect on the whole. draw it conventionally, then try dropping the
While I was drawing, my pencil was searching line. In the first drawing nothing special hap-
out different possible widths and lengths for this pens. In the second, where I drop the line, all of
top board. I did not allow myself to be guided by a sudden a self-like quality jumps out. I am
any abstract knowledge (such as ‘‘it has to be  watching for it, waiting like a hunter, for it to
inches long and  inches deep’’), but searched show up. The moment it shows up, I stop the
only for a board that had the feeling I could al- pencil. The shape of this volume is critical. For
ready feel as part of this project. the first time a glimmer of real feeling appears in

Sketch 4. Next I tried to decide the character the cabinet as a whole. So now I know, with
of the top portion of the cabinet. Again I made some certainty, what shape the upper part of the
sketches to explore the possibilities, not stopping cabinet is going to be.
until I discovered one which continued the feel- Sketch 6. And just to show you the same phe-
ing in a significant way. The one I chose, the one nomenon of feeling acting as a guide, yet again,
which seemed to me to have the most feeling, is look at the upper shelves in these two drawings.
the lower one. It is the one which also has most These are very narrow shelves, each one no more
presence. Is it more a picture of my self ? Yes. Us- than about three to four inches high, in which
ing the language of Book  (chapter ) I could sheet music is to be kept lying flat. In these two
also say it is the one which most strongly makes drawings, the only difference is that the lower
me feel my own humanity.7 drawing has one extra shelf. Once again, the

Sketch 5. In the next set of drawings, you can lower drawing has something more; it pulls you
see what happens when I first start paying atten- in. Using the picture of the self criterion, the sec-
tion to the height of the ‘‘waist-high’’ shelf. I first ond of these drawings is more like my own self.
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Sketch 7. Handwritten notes showing different interpretations of the dimensions obtained from my two-inch high sketch.
The first column shows dimension in the sketch, the next four columns show different scalings, according to the height

chosen for the cabinet as a whole.

Now I have the proportions of the whole
cabinet. But even now I still don’t know exactly
how big it is. Of course I know roughly how big
it is, and it is my sense of the approximate size
that has enabled me to keep making decisions
correctly. For instance, I told myself that the
small shelves are about three to four inches
high— and it was this sense of scale that made it
possible to decide roughly how many shelves to
have. But, in detail, I still don’t know how big
the cabinet is. So I used the second drawing in
Sketch 6 in order to find out how all the parts are
to be proportioned in relation to one another.

Sketch 7. Now I need to do some arithmetic,
to find a system of dimensions which will pre-
serve the feeling (and sense of proportion) which ex-
ists in the rough design I have made, yet also keeps

Sketch 6. Once again I look at the way the shelves sit inthe actual dimensions within the range of real
the cabinet, to try and decide which arrangement has the

practical usefulness and common sense. I do deepest feeling. The upper, with five shelves, is OK. In the
lower, with six shelves, some special feeling appears. It isknow, for instance, that I don’t want the real

more significant. I feel myself, and experience my own
thing to be more than about six feet high; I don’t humanity, more profoundly in the presence of the second.
want the narrow shelves to be more than about
four inches high, nor less than about three
inches; and I know that the waist-high shelf too deep— and that large music books need

about  or  inches of height when standing. Ishould be not less than about  inches high, and
not more than about  inches high. I know this do this by trial and error, using a scale and a

small pocket calculator, until I find a way to in-from making measurements against existing
pieces of furniture. I also know that shelves need terpret the drawing, at a single scale, which

makes all the heights, shelf widths, and so on,to be at least ten inches deep, but should not be
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come out to numbers that are within the reason- base, at  inches, was a little deeper than I would
like (I should have preferred a base depth of able limits I have just set.

To get the right dimensions, I first measured or  inches); but it was a small price to pay for
everything else being just right.off the lower drawing (Sketch 6), exactly, in milli-

meters. The key dimensions, as measured off my At this stage I had a design for a workable
piece of furniture, with practical measurements.original perspective sketch, are shown in the first

column of the chart I made (Sketch 8). Then in Because of the process I have followed, it retained
the feeling nature of the thing I originally foundthe next four columns I try a variety of different

multipliers, and write down what actual dimen- through my early sketches.
The photograph shows the finished cabinet.sions (in inches) each part would have, for each

differentmultiplier. I then tested the dimensions It has some of the feeling described, perhaps not
as much as I would like, but twenty years latergiven in these different columns with a tape mea-

sure, to imagine the base, the width, the shelf we are still using it. In the picture on the next
page, I show a second cabinet, built later, inheight, and so on. Although all four sets of di-

mensions were possible as real cabinets, the sec- the course of working out office furniture for
HermanMiller. The second piece is more devel-ond column which has a multiplier of , and

makes the cabinet  inches high, is the one oped and has deeper feeling; its form is more
carefully thought out in construction, is reallywhich most closely corresponded to the feeling

and dimension that each part ought to have. The beautiful. It is a pleasure to be near.

COLOR COLOR

The finished music cabinet A later, green version of the cabinet made as a piece of office
furniture for Herman Miller
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