
The Shapira archive is a unique and rich body of 

materials representing the thinking, events and 

objects of 20th century design. It contains well over 

2060 known design books, both contemporary 

and collectibles, as well as articles, files, documents, 

audio and video footage dating from 1963–2008 

relative to design curriculum; lectures; seminars; 

and documentaries on topics addressing: design 

in developing countries, architecture and design in 

Los Angeles and Italy, as well as hallmark exhibits 

and conferences.

We do not design for society or for that matter design in order to design society.
We design because society and ourselves are in fact design.
We do not design for living. We design to live.”

- Selby Mvusi, 1963

Due to its breadth and depth, Shapira’s unique collection of first edition books, exhibit 

catalogs, conference proceedings, lectuer notes, 3-D collectibles and personal papers, may 

be exhibited through a number of theoretical lenses - both contemporary and historical. 

The archive contains relevant textual and visual evidence (i.e. product and graphic 

design) of early thinking on the contemporary design concerns of:

1. Sustainability, appropriate technology and localism
2. Culture and identity politics of the image
3. Universal and inclusive design
4. Design for emerging economies

The archive contains valuable original 
documents related to emerging design 
theory and practices — iconic international 
designers who gave shape to the last century. 
The Archive contains written (and otherwise 
recorded) intellectual dialogues between 
Shapira and his contemporaries - from Gio 
Ponti to Henry Dreyfuss, as well as the early 
work of their intellectual offspring, from Paola 
Antonelli, Senior Design Curator at MOMA, 
who lectured design history and theory under 
Shapira at UCLA, from 1991 to 1993, Selby 
Mvusi, who established the foundation for 
Industrial Design in Africa at the University of 
Science & Technology in Kumasi, Ghana (1962–
1964) to the Design program in the Facutly 
of Architecture at the University of Nairobi, 
Kenya (1965–1967). As the Head of the Design 
Department of the University of Nairobi from 
1969-1971, Professor Shapira was significant 
in the formation and establishment of the first 
Industrial Design program in sub-Saharan 
Africa at the University of Nairobi.

About the Shapira Archive

Significance of the Shapira 
Collection to Design Theory
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The Life of Nathan Shapira

Professor Shapira had a special interest 
in design for social responsibility and 
its relationship to industrial design and 
advanced technologies. His research and 
writings frequently addressed the theory 
that technology has widened the gap 
between rich and poor societies and that 
design could alleviate this problem. Prof. 
Shapira argued that future designers must 

concern themselves with the quality of 
life and not merely the decorative arts. 
Professor Shapira, brought together many 
people from all over the world through 
his love for design and humanity. He was 
the quintessential “Goodwill Ambassador 
of Design” with his affable eccentric and 
tenacious manner. Truly, “he lived to design 
and designed to live”. His many former 

students, faculty, professional colleagues, 
associates and friends worldwide and the 
UCLA community of friends and associates 
will be forever indebted to the years of 
scholarly teaching service, collegiality and 
professionalism of Professor Emeritus, Dr. 
Nathan H. Shapira.

Professor Dr. Nathan H. Shapira, was 
a member of the faculty of the Department 
of Design at UCLA since 1963 in charge of 
Industrial Design and Interior Design. He 
was Professor Emeritus in the Design and 
Media Arts program at the UCLA since 
1993. Professor Shapira died May 16th at his 
home in Santa Monica. He was 80 years old 

and a survivor of the Holocaust in Romania. 
A former Commonwealth Fellow at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
and Harvard University (1955-56), he held 
a Dottore in Architettura degree from the 
Politecnico of Milan (1954). Before settling in 
California, he had taught at the Rhode Island 
School of Design (Providence, R.I.), Vassar 

College (Poughkeepsie, N.Y.), and Wesleyan 
University (Middletown, Conn.), where he was 
a Fellow of the Center for Advanced Studies 
(1959-60). Between 1969 and 1972 he had 
served as Head of the Department of Design 
at the University of Nairobi and Director 
of the University of California’s Education 
Abroad Program in Kenya.

“Future designers must concern themselves with the 
quality of life and not merely the decorative arts.”

– Nathan Shapira 

U n i v e r s a l  D e s i g n   •   D e s i g n  f o r  L o w - I n c o m e  E c o n o m i e s   •   I n c l u s i v e  D e s i g n 

Professor Shapira was also affiliated with the 
University of Trento and Bologna in Italy. Under the 
bilateral exchange program between the University 
of California and the University of Trento, he served 
as a research fellow in Italy, studying advanced 
technology and the use of natural materials in the 
contemporary architecture of northeastern Italy. 
 He was also a research fellow at the Center for 
Advanced Studies at the University of Bologna. 
Winner of national and international design awards 
and holder of eight U.S. Design Patents, Prof. Shapira 
had conceived and designed the major traveling 
exhibitions Forms from Israel (1958–60) for the 

American Federation of Art, Industrial Design from 
Japan (1964), The Expression of Gio Ponti (1966-
68), From Flat to Form (1977), Egypt, Then and 
Now: Nasr Salem, Art and Design (1978), Design 
Process: Olivetti 1908-1978 (1979-83), Big Prints 
from Rome (1980), Posters from Yugoslavia (1983-
84), and The Quest for Continuity: Forms from 
Friuli (1987)for the Craft and Folk Art Museum 
in Los Angeles. His professional practice had 
included product design and packaging, interiors 
and exhibition design, graphic design, visual identity 
programs and architecture.

• Design in Low-Income Economies 
• Fantasy and Reality in Italian Design  
• Art and Design: Identities in Transition  
• Los Angeles, End of the Century  
• “New Blood 101: onehundredone”  
• Trendlness and Timelessness in Design and Architecture   
• The Role of Creativity in the Future of Los Angeles 
• Italian Design: What’s Next? for the Italian Institute of Culture 
• Visionary Architecture of Celestino Soddu

Professor Shapira was an internationally 
renowned design scholar, curator and 
critic. He was an authority on design for 
developing countries, architecture and design 
in Los Angeles, as well as a highly recognized 
and respected authority of Italian Design 
throughout the United States and Europe.
For his contributions to cultural exchanges 
between Italy and the United States, he 
was awarded the title of Cavaliere della 
Repubblica ltaliana by the President of Italy in 
1994, the Italian equivalent of a knighthood.

International Conferences Conceived & Moderated: 



1954
Prof. Shapira was studying at the 
Politechnico de Milano, where Gio 
Ponti was one of his instructors and 
clearly his mentor who took a liking 
to him. Ponti befriended Nathan not 
only as his professor, scholar and 
mentor, but as a close friend. Later 
on in life, Prof. Shapira honored Gio 
Ponti with a retrospective on the life 
and works of Gio Ponti, “Expres-
sions of Gio Ponti,” in 1966. This 
occured 12 years after his gradua-
tion from the Politechnico.

1963
Nathan Shapira’s permanence and 
lifetime affinity with California - “Los 
Angeles,” was established in 1963 

upon his arrival as an Industrial De-
sign Professor at UCLA. Los Ange-
les and UCLA was to be Nathan’s 
“destiny” despite the efforts of one 
of the iconic pioneers of Industrial 
Design in America, Raymond Low-
ey’s solicitation for Nathan to work 
in his New York office. As Nathan 
had shared with me, he had already 
set his sights to being in Califor-
nia. I believe Nathan preferred the 
boundless visionary outreach and 
intellectual prestige of academia. In 
addition, I believe looked at himself 
as being a Design Pioneer, seek-
ing to establish design beyond its 
conventional commercial boundar-
ies and esoteric constituency. He 
certainly established by the end of 
his life, his legacy as a Design Am-
bassador and advocate. In fact the 
name he coined his design consul-

tancy firm was “Design Advocacy.”
Nathan Shapira took design in an 
explorative manner, that was not so 
much about just creating objects but 
seeing how design could become a 
mainstay in sustaining global needs 
in our society. As a design ambas-
sador he did not see himself being 
centered in one place, nor creating 
design for his own self-satisfaction. 
Nathan believed design had to be 
outreaching, whether it was his 
initial architectural design studies 
in Milano, going to Israel, coming 
to America. For Nathan Shapira 
coming to America had all of the 
pioneering intrigue and adventure 
from his landing New England to 
his Commonwealth Fellow ventures 
through America’s urban concrete 
jungles across its southern land-
scape and vast western expanse. 

It was Prof. Shapira’s inquisitive, 
curios, exploratory mindset that in-
spired his provocateur, exploratory, 
“don’t know “No” persistence.
In 1963, Nathan Shapira was hired 
as a UCLA when Henry Dreyfuss 
was the Department Chair. Henry 
Dreyfuss, very much like his NewY-
ork contemporary Raymond Lowey, 
was another hallmark iconic Ameri-
can designer. Henry Dreyfuss, also 
had a very successful practice in 
New York, Henry Dreyfuss and As-
sociates.
UCLA, Department of Design, De-
sign and Art History, Assoiciate Pro-
fessor Nathan Shapira established 
himself as a professor at UCLA in 
1963 up until 1998 for a 35-year pe-
riod. As a Professor Emeritus, Sha-
pira was still very active at UCLA up 
until his death in May of 2009.

1954 
Poli technico di 
Milano

1963
Came to UCLA
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1964
ICSID/UNESCO Seminar “The Edu-
cation of the Industrial Design,” Bru-
ges, Belgium

The Legacy of Selby Mvusi
“My interest and love for Africa was 
inspired by my friendship with the 
legendary Selby Mvusi, who came 
from Uzimkulu in South Africa. He 
studied in the United States, earn-
ing a Master of Education degree 
at Pennsylvania State University 
and a Master of Fine Arts degree at 
Boston University. He left a teaching 
position at the University of Atlanta 
to return to Africa. After teaching 
in what was then Northern Rhode-
sia and at the Kusami Institute of 
Technology in Ghana, he moved to 
Kenya to establish a Department of 

“ We do not design for society or for that 

matter design in order to design society. 

We design because society and ourselves are 

in fact design. 

We do not design for living. We design to live.”

- Selby Mvusi

Design at the University of Nairobi. 
Selby Mvusi died tragically as a re-
sult of a car accident in December 
1967, but his contributions to design 
in Africa have endured.”
- Nathan Shapira

1965
ICSID 4th Congress, Design and the 
Community, Vienna Austria 1965

“At the time of its founding in 1957, 
ICSID set for itself very high goals 
both of practical and philosophic na-
ture. Not only did it dedicate itself to 
raising the professional standards of 
designers and to the free dissemi-
nation of information and knowl-
edge without regard to race, creed 
or political affiliation; but it proposed 
to enhance the welfare of all com-
munities of man everywhere in our 

world. Within a short eight years 
these goals have become realities 
and ICSIC itself has grown beyond 
the dreams of its founders, grown 
because design in truth is a profes-
sion of men dedicated to the welfare 
of their fellow human beings.
This, the fourth General Assembly 

and Congress of ICSID, held in Vi-
enna, was a restatement in faith by 
more than 30 countries represented 
of the power of these goals and phi-
losophies.”

-Richard S Latham
President ICSID
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Gio Ponti

1969
University of 
Nairobi
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1966 – 1968
The Expression of Gio Ponti (major 
traveling exhibition)
In 1966 – 1968 Nathan Shapira 
conceived and designed a major 
traveling exhibition on The Expres-
sion of Gio Ponti. Many of the ex-
hibits that Prof. Shapira conceived 
and curated were traveling exhibits. 
Prof. Shapira had this vision of dis-
seminating design knowledge, facts 
and history of many well known de-
signers and people in society such 
as the traveling exhibit he did of Gio 
Ponti’s work, and other exhibits.

This Gio Ponti exhibit which traveled 
across the United States and again 
was probably was one of Prof. Sha-

pira’s signature exhibits. The exhi-
bition was initially presented at the 
UCLA art Gallery and later shown at 
a number of prestigious museums in 
the United States and Canada, such 
as the Walker Art Center in Minne-
apolis.

1969-1972
Head of the Department of Design 
at the University of Nairobi and Di-
rector of the University of Califor-
nia’s Education Abroad Program 
in Kenya. Prof. Shapira’s work at 
the University of Nairobi was really 
quite a momentous occasion, it was 
an inflection point in his career, par-
ticularly in respect to design for de-
veloping countries and low-income 
economies.

Prof. Shapira was one of the key 
figures in establishing and imple-

menting the design program at the 
University of Nairobi back in 1969 
to 1972 where he was the Head of 
the Department of Design and also 
the Director of the University of Cali-
fornia’s system’s education abroad 
program in Kenya. 
The objective of the design mission 
and pedagogy was not to replicate 
design as was formulated at the 
Bauhaus, or other European, Ameri-
can, or western schools of thought, 
but rather to establish a design 
program and philosophy relevant 
to the material culture, value and 
resources in Africa; Kenya; and at 
the University of Nairobi. Many of 
the first generation of African de-
signers in Nairobi were students of 
Prof. Shapira. These design cohorts 
became the first indigenous African 
designers in Kenya and also led the 
design profession in Kenya, which 

was previously, led by expatriate 
Danish, English or other Europeans.

Prof. Shapira assisted in giving an 
indigenous voice, face, image, and 
identity to design in Africa and Ke-
nya through his leadership as the 
head of the Design Department at 
the university. Prof. Shapira’s ap-
proach to design was to make it a 
very interdisciplinary, inclusive and 
participatory process. He was not 
only trying to educate the designers, 
but make everyone knowledgeable 
patrons of design and advocates of 
design.

Prof. Shapira did a tremendous 
amount of documentation of the ma-
terial culture and vernacular of Ke-
nya. He approached design educa-
tion, value and practice through an 
anthropological, ethnographic lens. 
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“In developing countries the design 

problems are often related to limited 

purchasing power, to cultural pluralism, 

to the apparent limitations of industrial 

development in relation to the increasing 

needs of low income economies, and to 

the transition iin developed societies to a 

post-industrial economy. Design 

education programs for developing 

countries are frequently called upon to 

address these and many other issues.”

- Nathan Shapira

1972
Design in Low-Income Economies 
(exhibition)
In 1972 Nathan conceived and mod-
erated Design in Low-Income Econ-
omies papers and exhibit which he 
presented at international arenas. 
These papers and exhibit became 
part of the cornerstone of the gradu-
ate design program curriculum at 
UCLA, that addressed the issue of 
design for low-income economies 
and developing countries.

Relative to Low-Income Economies, 
the following is an excerpt of Nathan 
Shapira’s presentation at the 2nd 
International Conference on Design 
Education for Developing Countries, 
which was organized by the Design 
Education Forum of Southern Africa 
at Peninsula Technikon, Capetown 
in 1995.

“In developing countries and in the 
poverty pockets of industrialized 
societies, the socio-economic role 
of the designer is being challenged 
dramatically. Design problems are 
often related to limited purchasing 
power, to cultural pluralism, to the 

apparent limitations of industrial de-
velopment in relation to the increas-
ing needs of low income economies, 
and to the transition in developed 
societies to a post-industrial econo-
my. Design education programs for 
developing countries are frequently 
called upon to address these and 
many other issues.”
-Nathan Shapira

1979 – 1983
Design Process: Olivetti 1908-1978 
(major traveling exhibition)
1979 and 1983 in which Nathan 
Shapira conceived and designed a 
major traveling exhibition, Design 
Process: Olivetti 1908 – 1978. This 
exhibit has been recognized as a 
hallmark celebration of the unique-
ness of Italian craftsmanship, ex-
pression and vision in marketing, 
brand identity, commerce and in-
dustry. This exhibit looked at Olivetti 
as a renaissance contemporary 
company in historical perspective. 
This exhibition recognized that Ital-
ian industry really carried on the 
legacy, history and tradition of the 
Italian arts, sciences and produc-
tion. This creative legacy personi-
fied and distinguished Italian de-
sign ingenuity and manufacturing 
a unique manner. In this manner, 
Italian art and design personified a 

harmonious linkage between visual 
expression, creativity and utility. 
This was personified in through a 
poetic romanticism
between art, form and function.

The Olivetti exhibit curated by Prof. 

Shapira, clearly defined an interdis-
ciplinary design process inherently 
highlighted in the works of Olivetti, 
not only from the industrial machin-
ery, but also in the graphic imagery 
that helped to promote the unique-
ness of this holistic design form.
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Yugoslavia
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Subheader

1983 – 1984
Posters from Yugoslavia (major 
traveling exhibition)
Prof. Shapira conceived and de-
signed another major traveling ex-
hibit on Posters from Yugoslavia. 
He wanted to bring a lot of exposure 
and identity to other aspects of de-
sign that existed beyond the estab-
lished design mainstreams in Italy, 

France, UK and Germany, such 
as in Romania and in Yugoslavia. 
Prof. Shapira’s presentation of the 
graphic poster works from Yugosla-
via in 1983 and 1984, brought to the 
forefront to many designers and pa-
trons, the quality and the identity of 
design in Yugoslavia.

1987
The Quest for Continuity: Forms 
from Friuli for the Craft and Folk 
Art Museum in Los Angeles (major 
traveling exhibition)
In 1987 Prof. Shapira conceived 
and designed another major travel-
ing exhibit that celebrated design in 
Italy called the Quest for Continu-
ity - Forms from Friuli for the Folk 

and Crafts Art Museum in Los An-
geles. Friuli is the North East region 
of Italy, which was world-renowned 
historically for its furniture design 
and production.



1998
Emeritus UCLA

2004
Greg 
Fleischmann
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1998 – 2009
UCLA Professor Emeritus
From 1998 to 2009 Nathan was a 
UCLA professor and eventually pro-
fessor emeritus. I believe Nathan 

Shapira began his professor Emeri-
tus status at UCLA in 1998 until his 
death in 2009.

2006
DH1 Disaster House with Gregg 
Fleishman, Pacific Design Center, 
Los Angeles
This design exhibition and promo-

tion of the works of renowned ar-
chitect and furniture designer, Greg 
Fleischman, was Nathan Shapira’s 
last design consultancy project be-
fore his passing.


