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What would Charles say? 

The story of Charles, Ray and Vitra 

In 1953 the entrepreneur Willi Fehlbaum travelled to New York, where he 

discovered a chair by the American designers Charles and Ray Eames. His 

fascination with the Eameses’ work led to the decision to become a furniture 

manufacturer. Since then, Charles and Ray Eames have had a profound and 

lasting influence on Vitra – both as a point of departure and as a guiding force. 

Charles and Ray Eames are two of the most influential designers of the twentieth century. Over the 

course of four decades, the Californian husband-and-wife team created groundbreaking films, 

architecture, exhibitions and toys – in addition to their prolific output of furniture. Underlying all this 

work was their compelling philosophy of design, which was marked by a deep commitment to 

problem solving, a profound scepticism of stylistic excess, and the seminal notion that the designer’s 

role was that of a good host, anticipating the needs of the guest. Just as important, their work was 

infused with a joyous spirit, summed up by their expression: ‘Take your pleasure seriously.’ 

After taking over the Graeter shopfitting firm in the 1930s, Willi Fehlbaum founded the Vitra company 

in 1950. On a trip to the USA in 1953, Fehlbaum discovered an Eames chair in a display window in 

New York City. Captivated by the innovative design, he decided to become a furniture manufacturer 

and established contact with Herman Miller, the American producer of Eames designs. In 1956 Vitra 

obtained the rights to manufacture and market the products of Charles and Ray Eames under license 

from Herman Miller. Later Vitra and Herman Miller jointly pursued the development of the European 

market under the name of Herman Miller AG. Due to differences in the priorities of the two 

companies, the partnership was dissolved in 1984. The rights to the designs of Eames, Nelson, and 

Girard were assigned to Vitra for Europe and the Middle East, while the Herman Miller name and the 

rights to all other products were retained by Herman Miller. 

 
The connection to the Eameses was based on a genuine and enduring personal relationship. 

The admiration of Willi and Rolf Fehlbaum for Charles and Ray Eames went far beyond the 

interest in their product designs:  

‘Charles and Ray Eames are our heroes: they are the figures who, more than anyone else, have given 

this company its defining form and ideas. These were people of incredible talent, very hard workers 

and visionaries. They not only made furniture, but were architects, filmmakers, photographers and 

educators, thinking about our society as well as the Third World.’ 

 Rolf Fehlbaum; Vitra Chairman Emeritus 

Charles and Ray Eames visited Vitra for the first time in 1958, one year after Willi Fehlbaum had 

paid a visit to Charles and Ray in their own home, the Eames House, in the Pacific Palisades 

neighbourhood of Los Angeles, California. From the beginning, the young Rolf Fehlbaum – son 

of Vitra’s founder – took part in meetings with Charles and Ray, first as a translator and later 

playing an active role in the areas of design, development and production. The exchanges 

between the two families led to a lifelong friendship.  
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After the death of Ray Eames in 1988, the Eames Office at 901 Washington Boulevard in Venice, 

California, was disbanded. Vitra acquired most of the three-dimensional estate of Charles and 

Ray Eames, which encompasses a considerable portion of the surviving experimental models 

and prototypes from their office.  

The close bond and collaboration between the Eames Office and Vitra continues today in the 

third generation of the two families. After initially working with Lucia Eames, Vitra now consults 

with Eames Demetrios, the grandson of Charles and Ray, on the production of authentic Eames 

designs and the communication of their oeuvre. And the presence of Charles and Ray Eames is 

felt at Vitra not only in connection with their furniture. The Eames design philosophy continues to 

profoundly shape the company’s values, orientation and goals, leading to the frequently invoked 

question by Rolf Fehlbaum: What would Charles say? 

 

On 29 September 2017, the exhibition series ‘An Eames Celebration’ will commence on the Vitra 

Campus, presented by the Vitra Design Museum. The exhibition «Charles & Ray Eames. The 

Power of Design» in the main building of the Vitra Design Museum forms the centrepiece of the 

Eames season, coinciding with the 110th anniversary of Charles Eames’s birth. Conceived as a 

major retrospective, it shows the many facets of Charles and Ray Eames’s work. 
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