
Contents

� 4
8

12
16

20

»The Place Just Right«
»When We Find a Good Thing, We Stick To It«
»Every Force Evolves a Form«
»I Don’t Want to be Remembered as a Chair« 
Artist Contributions 22

26

28

Facts 

Installation Shots 

Video 48

↗

↗

↗

↗



54

What does it mean to want to build a better world? Established as 
a Christian community in the 18th-century United States, the Unit-
ed Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing, commonly 
known as the Shakers, embraced social equality, pacifism, and 
communal property, viewing labor and the act of making as ex-
pressions of their faith.

In their quest to create »heaven on earth,« the Shakers made 
most of what they needed themselves, finding that their utilitarian 
wares had appeal as coveted goods. Their simple, functional ob-
jects and rigorous, faith-driven way of life have profoundly influ-
enced generations of artists, architects, and designers to this day. 
The list of designers, architects, and artists inspired by the Shakers 
ranges from Kaare Klint to Wolfgang Tillmans and Jasper Morrison. 
The Shakers: A World in the Making examines the material culture 
of the Shakers alongside works by seven contemporary artists and 
designers made in response to the Believers’ work and worldview.

A note on terminology: This exhibition uses descriptors derived from the language of the Shakers themselves interchangeably, 
such as “Shakers,” “Believers,” “Brothers and Sisters,” and “Society.” Each section opens with a quotation from a Shaker hymn or 
the Believers themselves.

The Exhibition

COVER:
Key Visual »The Shakers: A World in the Making«

PREVIOUS PAGE:
Peter Foster, Diagram of the south part of Shaker Village, 
Canterbury, NH, USA, 1849

OPPOSITE PAGE:
Shaker Village of Pleasant Hill
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»The Place Just Right«

»Their fences are perfect; even their stone walls are constructed with
great regularity,« a visitor to a Shaker village remarked in 1819 on
the care Believers demonstrated in building boundaries between
themselves and the surrounding secular society. Founded in Eng-
land by textile worker »Mother« Ann Lee, the group split from the
Quakers after Lee experienced visions that formed the foundation
of their doctrine: confession of sin, communal living, and celibacy.
Fleeing religious persecution, Lee and a small group of followers
reached the American colonies in 1774, settling in New York. Place
and practice formed two poles of Shaker life, and central to both
was a deliberate separation from »The World.« Villages spread
across the Eastern United States in the 19th century, organized into
»families« within which up to a hundred Brothers and Sisters lived in
communal, gender-segregated dwelling houses.

Central to Shaker life was the meetinghouse, a space for 
community gatherings, dialogue, and, most importantly, worship 
through song and dance. The name »Shaker,« which began as 
a derogatory term (»Shaking Quakers«), stemmed from their reli-
gious dance practices, which distinguished them from other Prot-
estant groups of the period. Despite a commitment to separation, 
the Shakers welcomed change and continued contact with »The 
World« through commercial trade, publications, and engagement 
with science and technology. They remained constant in their faith 
even as their practices evolved.

PREVIOUS PAGE:
Fist and Heel Performance Group, »POWER«, 2024

ABOVE:
Radio, Canterbury, NH, c. 1922–1923 

OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE:
Meetinghouse (1793), Hancock Shaker Village, 
Hancock, MA, 2024

Joseph Becker »The Shakers of New Lebanon«, 
(woodcut), 1873, Mount Lebanon, NY

Stove with irons, c. 1840–75 , South Family,  
Mount Lebanon, NY 

Staircase from the North Family dwelling house  
at Mount Lebanon, 1846, Mount Lebanon, NY

Room 1



1312

»When We Find a Good Thing,
We Stick To It«

Simplicity and order were defining characteristics of the Shakers’ 
material world, and both stemmed from religious guidance and the 
practical necessities of communal life. An 1842 statement from the 
Church leadership at New Lebanon states: »Order is the creation 
of beauty. It is heaven’s first law and the protection of souls.« The 
Millennial Laws explored in Room 1 also reinforced modesty, for-
bidding Believers from making anything that might inspire pride or 
vanity.

»Shaker order« is found in their radically restrained and utilitar-
ian designs, from their trademark chairs to their customized work-
tables and standardized garments. Adapting existing vernacular 
forms of the period as well as making their own, Shakers were driv-
en by the rigor of a faith that nonetheless welcomed moments of 
progress and evolution.

PREVIOUS PAGE:
Windsor-style meetinghouse bench, Canterbury or Enfi eld, 
NH, c. 1855

LEFT:
Blue-gray cloak, c. 1875, possibly Enfi eld, NH

OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE:
Chest with two banks of nine graduated drawers, c. 1825–50, 
Church Family, Mount Lebanon, NY 

Elder’s rocking chair, c. 1850–70, Mount Lebanon, NY

Pine blanket chest painted dark green, 1820, Church Family, 
Mount Lebanon, NY

Bonnet form, 1860, North Family, Mount Lebanon, NY

Room 2
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»Every Force Evolves a Form«

Though deeply committed to self-sufficiency and communal care, 
the Shakers engaged with market- driven capitalism to fund their 
radical vision, developing industries that aligned spiritual values 
with economic pragmatism. Their innovations, such as seed pack-
ets, reshaped the agricultural industry in the United States. Their 
production of assistive devices and pharmaceuticals reflected a 
belief in inclusive, science-based care, which enabled all members 
to participate in daily life. Even products that were not Shaker in-
ventions, such as oval boxes, baskets, and sewing kits, were subject 
to their adaptation and optimization. Employing the use of technol-
ogy and machines further advanced the manufacture of everyday 
goods and commodities, and patenting Shaker inventions helped 
secure income.

PREVIOUS PAGE:
Sister Lillian Barlow working in the chair shop, c. 1939, 
Second Family, Mount Lebanon, NY

LEFT:
Advertising poster for Shakers’ Dried Sweet Corn, 1915, 
Second Family, Mount Lebanon, NY

OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE:
Shoemaker’s bench attributed to Brother Richard 
B. Woodrow, c. 1845, Mount Lebanon, NY

Agricultural tools, c. 1825–60, Hancock, MA, 
Mount Lebanon, NY and Canterbury, NH

»Elevator« or orthopedic shoe, c. 1890 
Canterbury, NH 

Spool stand, 1948, Canterbury, NH

Room 3

17
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In 1984, Sister Mildred R. Barker reflected critically on the popu-
larity of Shaker designs, emphasizing the philosophy at the core 
of Shaker artifacts: »That’s the religion.« Shakers expressed faith 
through labor as well as in dance, song, and documentation of 
personal visions, known as gift drawings. These images show how 
their makers understood their relationship to God and the larger 
Shaker community.

Despite the Society’s decline in the 20th century, their unique 
perspective and rich material culture continued to attract creatives, 
collectors, and scholars, fueling what has been coined as »Shaker 
fever« and sparking both enthusiasm and criticism.

In a world facing the consequences of global political up-
heaval, generations of mass consumerism, and extractive resource 
policies, the Shakers’ dramatically different visions of belief, com-
munity, and capitalism represent an alternative history of the 19th 
and 20th centuries, which offers lessons for the future. What does it 
mean to build today for tomorrow?

PREVIOUS PAGES:
Square basket marked »2,« Church Family, Mount Lebanon, 
NY, c. 1840 and Utility basket marked »Z&,« Church Family, 
Mount Lebanon, NY, c. 1840

Oval boxes, Mount Lebanon, NY, c. 1840–60

OPPOSITE PAGE, TOP TO BOTTOM:
Sister Hannah Cohoon, »The Tree of Life«, 1854 

Christien Meindertsma, »Burial Basket – Material Research«, 
2025

»I Don’t Want to be
Remembered as a Chair«

Room 4
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Artist Contributions

POWER – Every Movement is Sacred
A short film by Reggie Wilson and  
Aitor Mendilibar, 2025 
American choreographer Reggie Wilson 
and his Fist & Heel Performance Group ex-
plore the spiritual power of Shaker dance 
in POWER, inspired by Mother Rebecca 
Cox Jackson, a free Black Shaker leader 
and founder of the only city-based Shak-
er community. In POWER, Wilson blends 
Shaker dance movement with Shout tradi-
tions, a Christian religious practice involving 
rhythmic movement, clapping, and singing 
traditionally performed in Black churches in 
the US, Caribbean, and Africa. The perfor-
mance reflects on how devotional practices 
become tools for community formation and 
perpetuation, offering a meditation on the 
Black Shaker experience. In what he calls 
“African formalism,” Wilson focuses on the 
intentional structures and patterns of chore-
ography, as he considers how movement is 
shaped by its cultural and spiritual context.

Reggie Wilson (USA) is a choreographer, 
performer, and the executive and artistic di-
rector of Fist and Heel Performance Group, 
NY, which he founded in 1989.

Kameelah Janan Rasheed, »And at 
the time I was told to gather home … 
the time had come for me to gather 
home« (Rebecca Cox Jackson, 237) 
and »Under it, and spread about 
one yard around … It was all I seen.«  
(Rebecca Cox Jackson, 99), 2025
American artist Kameelah Janan Rasheed 
reimagines Shaker history through the life of 
Mother Rebecca Cox Jackson, a free Black 
woman who founded the only city-based 
Shaker community in Philadelphia. Draw-
ing on Jackson’s writings, particularly from 
her autobiography Gifts of Power, Rasheed 
considers what is made permanent and 
what is lost in written text, isolating glyphs 
from Jackson’s handwriting into abstracted 
forms. In the mid-19th century, Shaker Sisters 
created »gift« drawings to represent divine 
messages. Here, Rasheed has created spec-

OPPOSITE PAGE:
David Hartt, »The True Artist Helps the World by Revealing 
Mystic Truths (Tree of Light)«, 2025

ulative gift drawings inspired by Jackson’s 
spiritual life that address themes of hetero-
doxy, waywardness, and dispersal. This pro-
ject continues Rasheed’s research into the 
spiritual narratives of Black women as seers 
and challengers of tradition in a process 
that highlights the relationship between cre-
ation and meaning, focusing on revelation, 
legibility, and marked, sacred materials.

Kameelah Janan Rasheed (USA) is an artist, 
writer, and academic based in Brooklyn, NY. 
Rasheed is on the faculty at Yale School of 
Art and was named a Guggenheim Fellow 
in Fine Arts in 2021.

David Hartt, The True Artist Helps 
the World by Revealing Mystic Truths 
(Tree of Light), 2025 
Filmed on Holy Mount, in Western Mas-
sachusetts, a historically significant site 
the Shakers used for religious practices,  
Canadian artist David Hartt’s work features 
a solitary tree in spring – a reference to the 
Tree of Life motif that appears in Shaker gift 
drawings. Using an extended shot, special-
ized lens filters, and diffraction film, he cre-
ates a dreamlike image that emphasizes the 
artificiality of its construction. He does so 
deliberately; his use of optical rather than 
digital effects emphasizes his interest in ma-
teriality. Hartt’s work simultaneously reveals 
the mechanisms of representation while 
also referencing the kind of transcendence 
possible through visual experience. The ti-
tle references Bruce Nauman’s 1967 neon 
text piece »The True Artist Helps the World 
by Revealing Mystic Truths (Window or Wall 
Sign)«. Like Nauman’s title, Hartt’s reference 
is ironic, engaging with spirituality, artifice, 
and Shaker history. 

David Hartt (Canada) is an artist and fac-
ulty member in the Department of Fine Arts 
at the University of Pennsylvania. His work 
is included in the collections of many muse-
ums, including the Art Institute of Chicago 
and The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Facts

Exhibition floor space
600 – 1,000 m² / 6,000 – 10,000 sq ft 

Exhibits
Furniture, textiles, tools and machines, medicine, 
archival material, photographs, films and 
contemporary art works.

Curatorial Team
Vitra Design Museum:
Mea Hoffmann, Irina Selzer 
Milwaukee Art Museum: 
Shoshana Resnikoff, Chyna Bounds 
ICA Philadelphia: 
Hallie Ringle, Zoë Ryan 

Head of Exhibitions
Cora Harris
T +49.7621.702.4036
Cora.Harris@design-museum.de

Exhibition Tour
Following the presentations at the  
Vitra Design Museum, the Institute of 
Contemporary Art and the Milwaukee 
Art Museum the exhibition will be  
available to international venues from  
spring 2027 onwards.

Venues
Vitra Design Museum, Weil am Rhein
7 June 2025 – 28 September 2025

Institute of Contemporary Art, Philadelphia 
Milwaukee Art Museum

↗Tour Dates

Publication
The exhibition is accompanied by an extensive 
book published by the Vitra Design Museum.

IMPRINT/CREDITS 
Cover illustration: Key Visual »The Shakers: A World in the Making« © Vitra Design Museum, graphic design: A Practice For Everyday Life based on photos by Alex Lesage; p. 2: Courtesy Library of 
Congress, Geography and Map Division Washington, D.C. 20540-4650 dcu (00552211); p. 5: Photo: © Florian Holzherr; pp. 6–7: Photo: © Johanna Austin; p. 8: Shaker Museum, Chatham, New 
York; p. 9: top and bottom right: Photo: © Vitra Design Museum / Alex Lesage, courtesy Hancock Shaker Village; middle right and bottom left: Shaker Museum, Chatham, New York; pp. 10–11: 
Photo: © Vitra Design Museum / Alex Lesage, courtesy Shaker Museum, Chatham, New York; p. 12: Shaker Museum, Chatham, New York; p. 13: top, bottom left and middle left: Shaker Museum, 
Chatham, New York; bottom right: © Vitra Design Museum, photo: Andreas Sütterlin; pp. 14–15: Shaker Museum, Chatham, New York; p. 16: Shaker Museum, Chatham, New York; p. 17: top and 
bottom right: Photo: © Vitra Design Museum / Alex Lesage, courtesy Shaker Museum, Chatham, New York; bottom left and middle left: Shaker Museum, Chatham, New York;  p. 18: Photo: © Vitra 
Design Museum / Alex Lesage, courtesy Shaker Museum, Chatham, New York; p. 19: Photo: © Vitra Design Museum / Alex Lesage, courtesy Shaker Museum, Chatham, New York; p. 21: top: Gift 
of Dr. and Mrs. Edward Deming Andrews, Collection of Hancock Shaker Village; bottom: © Vitra Design Museum, photo: Bernhard Strauss; p. 23: © Vitra Design Museum, photo: Bernhard Strauss; 
p. 24: © Vitra Design Museum, photo: Bernhard Strauss; p. 27: Photo: © Vitra Design Museum / Alex Lesage, courtesy Hancock Shaker Village

Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders and to obtain their permission for the use of copyrighted material in this brochure. The publisher apologises for any errors or omissions 
in the above list and would be grateful if notified of any corrections that should be incorporated in future editions of this brochure.

OPPOSITE PAGE: Dwellinghouse (1830), Hancock Shaker Village, Hancock, MA, 2024 
BACK PAGE: Women’s cloaks, 1875-mid-20th century

https://www.design-museum.de/en/ausstellungen/detailseiten-wanderausstellungen/the-shakers.html
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Installation Shots
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Video

The Shakers
A World in the Making
Vitra Design Museum
07.06.2025 – 28.09.2025

↗ Contents

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZRxGXj4uY80


Charles-Eames-Str. 2
79576 Weil am Rhein
Germany
T +49.7621.702.3200
www.design-museum.de




