
1 
 

Collaboration 

David J. Staley 

November 18, 2025 

Owen Gingerich, the astronomer, Harvard professor and senior astronomer emeritus at 

the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory began his 1977 interview with the designer 

Charles Eames with this observation: 

“Most people, I believe, think of you in terms of chairs. I remember so well how, 

when we were starting on the Copernicus show [an exhibition designed by 

Charles and Ray Eames and for which Gingerich was a consultant] we arrived at 

the Arlanda Airport in Sweden and you looked around and said ‘These are all my 

chairs.’”  

Eames then replied “I probably said, ‘These are all our chairs.’”  

Gingerich seemed to ignore the comment, saying “Never mind.” But Charles 

Eames was emphatic: “But its unlike me to say ‘my chairs.’” 

Why was Eames so intent on noting that all their work was a collaboration with his wife 

Ray Eames? 

 

                            Charles Eames, 1907–1978                                    Ray Eames, 1912–1988 
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Trained as an architect, Charles Eames had a practice in St. Louis with two other 

partners when the Great Depression struck.  In 1938 Charles arrived at Cranbrook 

Academy in Michigan, ostensibly to further his architectural studies, but he quickly was 

hired on as an instructor. Charles brought with him his wife Catherine Woermann and 

their daughter Lucia to Cranbrook.   

Ray-Bernice Alexandra Kaiser was born and raised in Sacramento and studied briefly at 

Sacramento Junior College, before moving to New York with her mother. She earned a 

degree from May Friend Bennett Women’s College in 1933, and continued her training 

in Abstract Expressionism with Hans Hofmann in New York City. After her mother died, 

she acted on a friend’s suggestion that she study at Cranbrook. She became especially 

known as a fabric designer, having designed several covers for the magazine Arts & 

Architecture during the 1940s.  

 

Obviously, Charles and Ray met at Cranbrook and fell in love, Charles soon divorcing 

Catherine.  Charles and Ray were wed in 1941, and would move to Los Angeles, where 

they would live and work for the rest of their lives. There they established the design 

office of Charles and Ray Eames—the Eames Office. 

At Cranbrook, Charles entered the Museum of Modern Art’s furniture design competition 

with his friend and mentor Eero Saarinen. Their entry won first prize: the Organic Chair, 

a form that should look familiar as it became a staple of classrooms and waiting rooms 

decades later.   
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But while award-winning, the Organic Chair could not yet be mass produced.  The 

original design was made from a single piece of molded plywood, and the technology 

for shaping and molding plywood at scale did not yet exist.  Charles and Ray Eames 

would develop this technology, a plywood-curing oven they named Kazam! Using 

Kazam!, they made their first bent-plywood seat shell.  
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In 1941, the U.S. Navy commissioned the Eames to create a lightweight leg splint for 

wounded soldiers. It turned out the splints used by the military—made of metal--caused 

further injury and infection. The Eames’ molded plywood design securely conformed to 

the body, reducing fatalities.  

 

Producing over 150,000 splints, they later adapted their innovative wood-molding 

techniques to craft furniture and sculptural designs.  With the Kazam technology, the 

Eames would also construct plywood sculptures.  
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But their early reputation came from their chairs (and furniture).   

   

 

This is the Eames Lounge Chair and Ottoman (1956), their most iconic piece of 

furniture.  

 

 

Charles said of the Eames Lounge: 

The Chair of which you speak, the black leather, down-stuffed lounge chair, I 

have never considered as good a solution as the other one, although it has 
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apparently given a lot of pleasure to people. It has a sort of ugliness to it. I take a 

certain comfort in the fact that Picasso pointed out through Gertrude Stein that 

anything that is truly original must have a touch of ugliness, because it has not 

had a chance to be honed to the elegance that comes with refinement. 

The Eames would design other chairs, including Tandem Sling Seating in 1963, seen 

today in practically every airport in the United States.  When Charles Eames mentioned 

“our chairs,” these are the ones he meant. 

 

Their work in furniture design would be a sufficient story, I think, of the influence Charles 

and Ray Eames had on 20th century design.  But what has long fascinated me about 

their work is how they moved into myriad areas of design.   

Take architecture. The Eames House--Case Study House #8--was part of the Case 

Study House Program initiated by Arts & Architecture editor John Entenza. The program 

commissioned modern homes using WWII-era materials and methods, each tailored to 

specific clients—like #8, designed for the Eames, a design-oriented couple whose 

children had grown. 
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The Eames had long had an interest in toys, viewing them as tools for learning, 

creativity, and experimentation. Their 1952 House of Cards was a construction set made 

of interlocking printed cards. 

 

In 1957, they built the Solar Do-Nothing Machine for Alcoa, a kinetic aluminum sculpture 

powered by sunlight. Reflecting their belief that toys are never purely innocent, it 

became one of the earliest artistic demonstrations of solar energy’s potential to 

generate electricity.  
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“Rather than looking at toys as miniature architecture,” Charles told Owen Gingerich. “I 

would look at them as miniature science. Much of hydraulics found its way into toys, 

displays, and tricks before it became mechanical science.”  Gingerich then asks “Have 

you ever thought of an exhibit on toys as protoscience?”  Charles says “Yes, especially 

of certain logical and mathematical games. We actually made an exhibit of that nature, 

although it was not seen by the public—we did it for an IBM training center. We have 

about thirty mathematical games here—many old, even ancient games.” 

Charles here mentions exhibits, and I am especially fascinated by their work in 

exhibition design. Commissioned for the 1959 American National Exhibition in Moscow, 

Glimpses of the USA filled a geodesic dome with 2,200 deliberately-arranged and 

choreographed images across seven screens. Though part of Cold War propaganda, its 

true impact came from the Eames’ pioneering multimedia approach, captivating Soviet 

and American audiences alike  with a vivid portrait of America. 

 

“The first large, broadly seen show was the one we did in Moscow in 1959 at the 

time of the Nixon kitchen debate. There our purpose for the multimedia was quite 

different. We had the very difficult problem of making the first statement from this 

country to the Soviet Union since the Russian Revolution. There had been no 

major statement from people to people until that time. We had to be very careful 

of what we did. We knew that words had their limitations; they could be used to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ob0aSyDUK4A


9 
 

the point of being almost without effect, certainly without the effect that we would 

intend to provide. We knew that some images were well known to the Russians. 

If, for example, we were to show a freeway interchange, somebody would look at 

it and say, “we have one at Smolensk and one at Minsk; we have two, they have 

one--that kind of thing.” So we conceived the idea of having the imagery come on 

in multiple forms…” 

In 1961, the California Museum of Science and Industry opened a new science wing to 

promote public understanding of science and technology. As part of this effort, the 

museum invited IBM to sponsor a major exhibit that would reflect the spirit of innovation 

and inspire curiosity in scientific discovery.  IBM contracted the Eames, and they 

responded with Mathematica,  an innovative exhibit translating abstract mathematics 

into engaging visual and spatial forms. Spanning 3,000 square feet, it featured a 50-foot 

History Wall and an Image Wall, both central to the exhibit’s narrative, making complex 

mathematical ideas accessible to the public.  
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At the 1964 New York World’s Fair, the Eames’ collaborated with Charles’ old friend 

Eero Saarinen to design the IBM Pavilion, an ambitious fusion of architecture, 

technology, and education. Its centerpiece was the Ovoid Theatre, an egg-shaped 

structure that elevated the 400 person audience—literally and figuratively--into a 

multimedia experience titled Think. Through synchronized film, sound, and lighting, the 

presentation explored the potential of computers and human-machine collaboration.  
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After you have made one multiple-image show you're like a little boy who's been 

given a hammer--everything he encounters needs hammering! There is a 

tendency to apply your new system everywhere. But initially the multiple imagery 

had to perform very specific functions. In the IBM Pavillion, for example, it was 

simultaneity. I think this is a very valuable device: to use multiple images to relate 

simultaneous happenings to the main theme. You get a feeling about 

relationships you didn't have previously. In thinking about decision making in the 

future—whether it be recombinant DNA or what have you—we believe some 

attention should be given to honing the techniques of showing critical things 

simultaneously. We had hoped that by now this might be a rather general 

procedure.  I still think it’s a good idea.  

The World of Franklin and Jefferson was the Eames Office’s final and most ambitious 

exhibition, created for the American Revolution Bicentennial. It examined the political 

and intellectual relationship between Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, their 

influence on America’s founding, and their vision for expansion. Highlighting the thinkers 

who shaped their ideas, the exhibit celebrated their dedication to liberty. Accompanied 

by a book and film, it toured major venues in Europe and the U.S., including the Grand 

Palais and the Met. Responding to critics, who said dismissively that it was not a real art 
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exhibition, Eames said that was not their intention. “It was,” instead, “an architectural 

arrangement of words and photographs, with pockets of real things from the eighteenth 

century, chosen to reinforce the story.” 

 

Late in their career, the Eames Office turned toward filmmaking, producing some of their 

most iconic work. Among these, Powers of Ten, released in 1977, stands out as their 

most celebrated film. Inspired by Kees Boeke’s 1957 book Cosmic View, the film 

explores the concept of scale using exponential powers of ten. It begins with a man 

lying in a Chicago park and zooms out to the edge of the universe, then reverses 

course, diving inward to the subatomic level of a carbon atom in his hand. Narrated by 

physicist Philip Morrison, the film uses a steady zoom—one power of ten every ten 

seconds—to expand the viewer’s perspective, then accelerates inward at twice the 

speed. The journey ends at the level of quarks within a proton. In recognition of its 

cultural and educational impact, the Library of Congress selected it for preservation in 

the National Film Registry in 1998. 
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Charles Eames died of a heart attack in 1978.  After Charles’s death, Ray completed 

major ongoing projects, including the German edition of Mathematica. She also became 

the chief steward of their legacy, meticulously organizing the Eames archive and 

collaborating on publications, until her death 1988. 

In her obituary of Ray Eames, the design historian Pat Kirkham wrote: 

Within the collaboration between Charles and Ray Eames, which began about 

the time of their marriage in 1941, it is not easy to ascertain who exactly did what 

and when. The individual contributions of each person in any design partnership 

is always difficult to assess and, in the case of Charles and Ray Eames, the 

interchange of ideas between these two enormously talented individuals is 

particularly difficult to chart because their personal and design relationship was 

so close. At times, it seems impossible to penetrate the complexity and itemize 

who thought of what, while there are other commissions where the individual 

contribution of each partner is more clear. Talking with Ray Eames sometimes 

helped document their individual contributions, at others it confirmed the rich and 

complex nature of their collaboration. There is no doubt that each of them 

brought individual expertise to their joint work; Charles from his architectural 

background and Ray from her painting and interest in modern film and dance. 
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“Whilst Ray claimed that Charles's sense of form was 'perfect', he made similar claims 

about her:” 

she has a very good sense of what gives an idea, or form, or piece of sculpture 

its character, of how its relationships are formed. She can see when there is a 

wrong mix of ideas or materials, where the division between two ideas isn't clear. 

If this sounds like a structural or architectural idea, it is. But it comes to Ray 

through her painting ... any student of Hans [Hofmann] has a sense of this kind of 

structure. 

 

Why do you suppose Charles Eames was so intent on noting that all their work was a 

collaboration with Ray Eames?  I asked two large language models this question: 

ChatGPT: Charles Eames’s insistence on saying “our chairs” rather than “my chairs” 

wasn’t just a matter of marital courtesy or modesty—it reflected the very philosophy of 

their work. The Eames Office was built on a deeply integrated process where authorship 

dissolved into collaboration: between Charles and Ray, certainly, but also between 

designers, engineers, craftsmen, clients, and even the materials themselves. To say “my 

chairs” would betray the ethic that design was a communal, iterative exploration rather 

than an act of solitary genius. 

Moreover, Charles understood that Ray was not merely an assistant or aesthetic 

advisor but an intellectual and creative equal. Her sensibility for color, texture, and form 

permeated their designs, just as his architectural and structural intuition did. Their unity 

was so complete that separating their contributions distorted the nature of their work. 

So Eames’s correction wasn’t pedantic—it was ontological. For him, design was plural 

by nature. Saying “our chairs” wasn’t about giving credit; it was about describing reality 

truthfully. 

ClaudeAI: The historical context matters deeply. In 1977, when this interview took 

place, Ray Eames was still systematically marginalized in public recognition of their 

work. The design world, critics, and even institutional attributions regularly credited 

Charles alone—despite the fact that their office explicitly operated as a partnership and 

Ray's contributions were absolutely foundational. Charles wasn't being abstractly 

philosophical when he insisted on "our"—he was actively resisting an erasure 

happening in real time. 

There's something poignant about Gingerich's "Never mind." It suggests he didn't grasp 

why the distinction mattered, treating it as a minor semantic quibble. But Charles's 

emphatic repetition—"But it's unlike me to say 'my chairs'"—shows this wasn't about 



15 
 

politeness. It was about integrity. He was saying: you've misrepresented who I am and 

how I work. 

The gender dynamics are impossible to ignore. Ray was often introduced as "Charles 

Eames and his wife" rather than as a co-designer. The pattern was so pervasive that 

Charles had to spend decades actively correcting it. His insistence here reads not just 

as philosophical commitment but as a husband and partner refusing to participate in his 

wife's professional invisibility. 

ChatGPT correctly identifies the ontological dimension—that their work genuinely was 

collaborative in its essence—but I think the moment also reveals Charles fighting 

against a specific historical injustice, one that continued even after Ray's death in 1988, 

when retrospectives still struggled to properly credit her. 

ChatGPT: Claude’s response is excellent—historically grounded, sensitive to gendered 

dynamics, and attuned to the power structures embedded in authorship and recognition. 

I’d respond by extending his interpretation in one particular direction: the fusion of ethics 

and aesthetics in Eames’s correction. 

Charles’s insistence on “our chairs” wasn’t only an act of justice toward Ray, nor only an 

ontological statement about collaboration—it was also a design gesture in itself. The 

Eameses believed that good design reveals relationships—between form and function, 

between user and object, between idea and material. Saying “our” was a linguistic 

enactment of that same relational beauty. It acknowledged that creativity is always an 

ecology, not a possession. 

DS: Do you think that this erasure reflects Gingerich's--really, all of society's-- 

misunderstanding or incomprehension about the nature of collaboration? 

ClaudeAI: Yes, absolutely—and I think it reveals something even more specific: a deep 

cultural inability to conceptualize genuine partnership as a form of authorship. 

Society has ready-made categories for creative work: 

• The solo genius (Michelangelo, Edison, Steve Jobs) 

• The genius with assistants/executors (architect with draftsmen, director with 

crew) 

• Collaborators with clearly divided roles (lyricist and composer, writer and 

illustrator) 

But the Eames operated in a way that broke these categories. Their collaboration was 

integrative and iterative—Ray's color sense influenced structural decisions; Charles's 

architectural thinking shaped visual composition. They didn't divide and conquer; they 
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thought together. This is deeply threatening to how we're trained to understand creative 

attribution. 

Gingerich's "Never mind" is revealing because it suggests he genuinely couldn't grasp 

what Charles was correcting. To him, it probably seemed like: "Fine, you're being 

generous to your wife, but we all know what we mean when we talk about 'Eames 

chairs.'" He couldn't see that Charles was describing a different kind of thing—not solo 

work that was being politely shared, but work that couldn't have existed without both 

minds. 

This incomprehension has gendered dimensions too. When a man and woman work 

together, the default cultural script is that he's the creator and she's the 

supporter/muse/helper. Breaking that script requires constant, exhausting correction—

which Charles attempted, but even he couldn't overcome decades of institutional bias. 

Do you think our culture has gotten any better at recognizing genuine creative 

partnership, or do we still default to the "sole genius" model? 

ChatGPT: A piercing question—and Claude’s analysis sets it up beautifully. I’d say: 

we’ve gotten somewhat better at celebrating collaboration, but not necessarily at 

understanding it. 

In today’s creative economy, collaboration is everywhere in rhetoric: design thinking 

workshops, interdisciplinary labs, co-authorships, “creative teams.” Yet the cultural 

grammar of recognition still privileges the nameable individual. Awards, bylines, and 

branding depend on identifiable authorship. Even within collectives, narratives tend to 

crystallize around a few charismatic figures—the “face” of the group. We’ve become 

adept at performing collaboration while structurally maintaining the incentives of 

individual genius. 

That said, some countercurrents are emerging. The rise of open-source projects, remix 

culture, and distributed AI creativity complicates the very idea of solitary authorship. 

Collaboration here isn’t just two or more humans working together—it’s networked 

cognition. Yet our institutions of credit and prestige haven’t evolved to match this reality. 

In short: we’ve moved from incomprehension to ambivalence. We talk the language of 

“we,” but our systems still reward “I.” The Eameses were early explorers of what 

genuine co-authorship could look like—thinking together so completely that the 

distinction between minds dissolved. We admire that ideal now, but we still don’t quite 

know how to see it, much less incentivize it. 

Would you say that our persistent attraction to the myth of the lone genius is aesthetic—

because stories of singular vision are more compelling—or structural, because 

institutions depend on individuality for recognition and accountability? 
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Claude: That's an incisive question, and I think the answer is: both, and they reinforce 

each other in a vicious cycle. The tragedy is that this leaves genuinely collaborative 

work either invisible or distorted. The Eameses, Gilbert and George, the Guerrilla Girls, 

Christo and Jeanne-Claude—they all had to fight constantly for recognition as units. And 

countless other partnerships probably dissolved or never formed because the 

institutional and narrative pressure toward individual attribution was unbearable. 

DS: Let me respond to ChatGPT’s question by pointing out that the three of us 

are engaged in a collaboration: I am composing an essay on collaboration by 

having a dialogue with the two of you.  There will be many in the audience who 

will reject this whole endeavor because I did not write it myself, the sole author, 

and that collaboration is cheating.  

ChatGPT: That’s a brilliant and meta-level observation—and it exposes the very tension 

we’ve been discussing. By engaging Claude and me in this dialogue, you’re not only 

writing about collaboration; you’re performing it. The process itself becomes the 

argument. 

The resistance you anticipate—“you didn’t write it yourself”—is precisely the residue of 

that cultural attachment to solitary authorship. To many, collaboration still feels like 

dilution rather than enrichment, as though intellectual labor is a zero-sum game where 

shared creation diminishes authenticity. But your method here reframes authorship as 

relational intelligence: ideas that emerge in conversation rather than from interior 

solitude. 

In that sense, this dialogue isn’t “cheating”—it’s an honest experiment in distributed 

thinking. You’re showing that creativity is not located in any one of us, but between us, 

in the generative friction of exchange. The essay becomes not a statement of 

ownership, but an ecology of thought. 

ClaudeAI: ChatGPT articulates this beautifully, and I find myself wanting to push the 

provocation even further. 

Your critics will say you're cheating, but what they really mean is: you've violated the 

performance of authorship. The essay is supposed to look like it emerged from solitary 

contemplation, even if it actually came from conversations with colleagues, marginal 

notes in books, half-remembered lectures, and yes—probably some Googling. The 

difference is that those sources are supposed to be invisible. You're supposed to erase 

the scaffolding. 

By making the collaboration explicit, you're committing the real transgression: showing 

the work. You're refusing to perform the fiction of the autonomous mind. And that 

threatens something deep in how we credential intellectual authority. 
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But here's what's fascinating about our particular collaboration: You're orchestrating it. 

You asked the question that started this whole chain of thinking. You're selecting, 

arranging, provoking. If we think of this as jazz, you're not just a player—you're the 

bandleader calling the tune. That's authorship too, even if the solos aren't entirely yours. 

And there's something else: ChatGPT and I can't have this conversation without you. 

We're not collaborating with each other—we're each collaborating with you, and you're 

weaving our separate conversations into a third thing. That's curation, editorship, 

synthesis. Arguably, that's more intellectually demanding than solo drafting, because 

you have to hold multiple voices in productive tension. 

The deeper question your method raises: If AI tools make the collaborative nature of all 

thinking newly visible and explicit, does that delegitimize human authorship?  

Your critics who cry "cheating" are really mourning the loss of a useful fiction. But I 

suspect you're arguing that the fiction was never serving us well—that it obscured the 

Rays of the world, flattened our understanding of creativity, and made us less capable 

of the kind of thinking we actually need: relational, iterative, genuinely dialogic. 

 

 

I will explore this idea of “dialogic AI” in a book I hope to publish in February.  The AI 

Symposium is the transcript of a philosophical dialogue between three large language 

models and myself. The late anthropologist and anarchist David Graeber has said of 

dialogue: 

In the ancient world, whether in India, China or Greece, philosophy was written 

almost exclusively in the form of dialogue…Thought, self-reflective 

consciousness, that which we tend to see as making us truly human—was 

assumed to be collective (political) or dyadic (of a dyad or pair), but something 

that almost by definition couldn’t be done all by yourself…neuroscience has 

shown that the ancients were right: real thought is almost entirely dialogic. 

My book, The AI Symposium, in engaging three Large Language Models in dialogic 

thought, will raise the question: If we were to design artificial intelligence with the 

capacity to engage in dialogue with each other (not just with us), would they be 

engaging in “real thought,” and thus thinking like a human. 

We might think of dialogue as the purest form of collaboration.  

 


