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Plastic “is in essence the stuff of alchemy… more than a substance,
plastic is the very idea of its infinite transformation,” wrote French
philosopher and semiotician Roland Barthes in his 1957 essay
“Plastic.” The American designer Charles Hollis Jones has been prac-
ticing his particular alchemy for more than 45 years, developing a
craftsman’s understanding of acrylic that few can match. With his
innovative forms and manufacturing processes, Jones has trans-
formed a material once seen as a novelty into something luxurious.
Not everybody approaches acrylic with Jones’s sensitivity, though.
And, “the uneducated use of acrylic,” says Jones, now 61 years old
and still designing, “is a disaster.” 

Jones was not the first to design furniture made of acrylic. When he
began to explore the material in the early 1960s, acrylic furniture had
been on the market for more than 20 years. Acrylic, a methyl
methacrylate polymer, was invented in 1931; it was stronger than 
previous plastics, and could be rendered crystal-clear. Known also by
several brand names, such as Lucite, Plexiglas and Perspex, acrylic was
used for aircraft windshields and canopies, nose cones and gunner 
turrets during World War II. It later proved a popular material for hand-
bags by such designers as Gilli, Llewellyn, Rialto and Florida Handbags
during the 1950s, and for bangles, rings and other jewelry in the
1940s and 1950s. According to an article in the April 1940 issue 
of Arts and Decoration, acrylic’s “great virtue in the decorative and
architectural fields is its versatility in the workshop; for, capable of
being cut into sheets, rods and tubes, it serves as basic materials for
manufacturing into a thousand and one usable objects.” Being one of
the “basic materials” has often meant that acrylic was treated too much
like wood or metal, resulting in the early, uninspired examples of
acrylic furniture. Most early pieces were crafted simply of bent rod and
bent sheet, following what had been done years earlier with bent
wood furniture. As a result, the public was somewhat skeptical about
the new material. To address this issue, Jones tinted the edges of some
of his early acrylic tables green to make them resemble glass. He says
the familiar look helped apprehensive clients feel more comfortable
with what was for most a radically new, unsubstantial-looking — and
expensive — material. It also made his pieces very difficult to copy.

Charles Hollis Jones
B y  P e t e r  J .  W o l f

ACE OF ACRYLIC

Above Blade Line Edison lamp for decorator Walter
“Bud” Holden, 1970. Acrylic and chromed steel. 

Opposite Charles Hollis Jones beside his sculpture 
Ball and Pole, 1975.
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One early adopter of acrylic was architect and designer Paul László
(1900–93), who, Jones says, “understood the future of [acrylic] more
than anybody.” László found the plastic especially useful for achiev-
ing an unexpected lightness in his large-scale furniture pieces. He was
one of the first to embrace an old-world craft approach to the new
material, eschewing the more common thin sheets in favor of thicker,
more substantial slabs that better exhibited the way light travels
through acrylic (unlike glass, which reflects it). By using it in many of
his high-profile projects, including his own home, László demonstrat-
ed the potential of acrylic furniture as a luxury item — and proved that
clients were willing to pay for it. Laszlo was in fact one of Jones’s first
big customers, often purchasing pieces Jones designed for Los
Angeles showrooms to furnish his projects.

László saw in Jones’s work the craftsman’s respect with which
Jones has always approached acrylic. His “Metric Line” collection of
1965 is a case in point. Each piece of acrylic is beveled on all 12
edges, and there are no fasteners. Instead, Jones employs a propri-
etary process in which the acrylic is cooled — forcing it to contract —
before assembly. It then expands into a metal joint as it returns to
room temperature. The result is a clean, solid joint, free from the visu-
al clutter of nuts and bolts. When he does use glue, it is a special non-
acidic version, applied with expert skill. Thus his joints are practically
invisible — no bubbles or discoloration, only the smooth edges of two
transparent planes of acrylic. The joints are further improved through
curing, a slow, carefully controlled heating and cooling process that
reduces the internal stresses on the acrylic, which Jones developed
with the factory artisans he has worked with for more than 45 years
(he claims to be its sole practitioner). “I insisted on my joints being
better than anybody else’s,” he says. “I wasn’t going to do this unless
it was going to be better that what I’d seen.” The curing has additional
benefits. Jones says that it keeps his acrylic pieces from yellowing,

Left Upholstered Boudoir chair, c. 1963. Acrylic and chromed steel.

Below Metric Line Lounge chair and ottoman for Hudson Rissman,
c. 1968. Upholstered over acrylic and brass.
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distorting or cracking. Over his career, he has created furniture,
accessories and sculpture using acrylic in bent sheets, stretched
sheets (which have a tensile strength comparable to steel), extru-
sions and castings. 

Jones says that acrylic “carries the light,” and his designs make
the most of it. It is that property of transmissivity — harnessed by a
master — that gives Jones’s work an ethereal halo. Indeed, it often
seems as if his pieces are lit from within. As a result, they have an
undeniable presence without being brash. Even his most massive
pieces have a mysterious buoyancy. 

Jones’s revolutionary use of acrylic did not go unnoticed, and he
was sought out by some of the 20th century’s most important archi-
tects, designers and decorators. In addition to László, Jones worked
with John Lautner, Arthur Elrod and John Woolf, among others. His
list of clients includes a host of Hollywood celebrities, including
Lucille Ball, Johnny Carson, Bob Hope, Dean Martin, Diana Ross,
Frank Sinatra, Sylvester Stallone and Loretta Young, and industry
leaders like John H. Johnson, of Johnson Publishing Co. (publishers
of Ebony and Jet magazines), who used several pieces of Jones’s 
furniture in his Arthur Elrod-designed Chicago headquarters in 1972.
Jones has also won commissions for a number of posh hotels like
the 1984 Hotel Le Mondrian in Los Angeles, as well as Pip’s Club in
Los Angeles (owned by Playboy Magazine) in 1963. The 61-year-old
designer estimates that he has produced about 5,000 designs
across 16 different furniture lines over the years — and there are
more to come.

Charles Hollis Jones was born in the rural community of
Bloomington, Indiana, in 1945. At the age of eight he was drawing
cars, and at fourteen he was designing and building his first piece of
furniture: a wood cabinet for his father’s office. He was selling his
furniture and accessories to upscale Los Angeles department stores

Right Waterfall bar stool, c. 1963. Acrylic and chromed steel with
silk upholstery. Originally designed for Pip’s Club in Los Angeles,
owned by Playboy Magazine.

Below Metric Line dining table for Hudson Rissman, 1970. Acrylic
and copper.
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before he was old enough to vote. His father, a farmer, and his
mother, a pastry cook, encouraged his creative spirit from 
the very start — especially his mother, who was proud of the
family’s Welsh heritage. “She always pushed the fact that I
should be somebody,” Jones says, “because Richard Burton was
somebody and he was Welsh, and Frank Lloyd Wright was
somebody and he was Welsh.” No doubt it also helped that he
was the youngest of eight children. Smiling, Jones says simply,
“I was spoiled.” 

In 1961, when he was 16, Jones made his first visit to Los
Angeles, to meet furniture maker Joe Roide, whom his brother
had met in the Army. Here was an opportunity to escape the
Midwest and see West Coast design firsthand. At their first meet-
ing, Roide pointed to several pieces of furniture and accessories
that weren’t selling, and suggested that Jones redesign them.
For Jones, this meant “cleaning them up,” he says, removing the
“frou-frou.” Much of this early work was in brass, which was pop-
ular during the early 1960s; by the end of the decade, howev-
er, Jones would be known as “The Chrome Kid.” Few people
know about the great number of Jones-designed stools, side

tables, lamps and accessories (vanity mirrors, smoking sets, 
candlesticks and clocks) that incorporated little or no acrylic at
all. Before long, Jones’s designs for Roide were selling at
Bullock’s Wilshire, the landmark department store that catered
to Hollywood decorators. 

Upon graduation from high school in 1963, Jones headed
back to Los Angeles, this time for good. Roide, who also manu-
factured pieces for Hudson Rissman, one of the ritzy showrooms
in fashionable West Hollywood, speculated that Jones would get
more exposure and (and Roide more orders) if Jones went to
work there. So Jones paid them a visit. He was hired right away
— as a driver and delivery boy. Within six months, however, he
was head of the design department, designing everything from
desk accessories to elegant acrylic étagères. Again, brisk sales
to Bullock’s attracted the attention of the area’s best interior
designers, decorators and architects — including renowned Palm
Springs designer Arthur Elrod. Elrod would eventually use more
than 500 pieces of Jones’s work in about 100 homes before his
premature death in a car crash in 1974. 

One of Jones’s first design assignments for Hudson Rissman
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Below Arthur Elrod Residence, Palm Springs, CA, 1968 (John Lautner, architect). Photo from 1968. Acrylic tables and chromed steel
accessories by Charles Hollis Jones.



was to oversee the production of glass and ceramics the showroom
had produced in Europe. So, just shy of 20 years old, Jones found
himself in Italy, working with master craftsmen like Archimede
Seguso (of Vetreria Archimede Seguso) and Ermanno Toso (of Fratelli
Toso). Jones wanted to simplify many of the Italian glass designs he
saw. “I thought it was like Mom’s quilts: it had too much color, and
too many things going on,” he says. “I just would take the simplest
things, and then clean them up a little bit.” Jones admits, “My first
love was really glass, but it couldn’t do what I wanted it to do,” which
was to reinterpret the Bauhaus aesthetic in acrylic and metal. Jones
had become entranced with the Bauhaus, seeking out all the books
he could find on the subject. He says that he needed to learn what
had already been done, so that his designs would be truly original.

Jones attended the Art Center College of Design in Los Angeles
during the late 1960s, though it was Art Center that came looking
for him. “The photography kids were borrowing all of my stuff, like
my things that I was working on with Seguso in Italy, to photograph
for class,” says Jones. Pretty soon, the photography faculty invited
Jones in for an informal interview. Impressed, they then pressured
Hudson Rissman to pay for tuition. In the end, Jones says, the $144
per unit was split between Hudson Rissman and one of his generous
clients, and he attended three years of night school. For Jones, who
was already a very successful designer, Art Center provided him less
with knowledge or experience than with self-confidence. Today,
Jones calls those three years at Art Center “God’s gift to me.”

For seven years, Jones continued to work for Hudson Rissman,
transforming what was a showroom of imported home accessories
into one of the most prominent modern design showrooms in Los
Angeles. He was given plenty of freedom, he remembers, “to work
with anybody I wanted, and order anything I wanted. They were
afraid to leave town, because when they came back, they had a
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Above Table clock for Hudson Rissman, c. 1963. Glass, metal,
and acrylic. Manufactured by Vetreria Archimede Seguso.

Below   Bathroom and bar shelf, c. 1961. Brass, mirror and
wood. Manufactured by Roide Enterprises for Hudson Rissman.
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whole new showroom.” Ultimately, however, Jones wanted to work
less in accessories and more in his trademark large-scale furniture.
“I liked art you bumped into, not that you looked at on a shelf,” he
says. “I wanted to make big furniture. I wanted to make beds.” So,
after seven years, Jones struck out on his own, opening up his own
showroom, as well as one at the Pacific Design Center in West
Hollywood.

As much as Jones enjoyed the freedom of his own showroom, his
creativity was sometimes limited by the manufacturing capabilities
of the factories he was using. Specifically, he was unable to cast very
large pieces. Swedlow Plastics, of Garden Grove, California, had no
such limitations, having expanded repeatedly to meet the demands
of the booming southern California aircraft industry. Since 1946,
Swedlow had been manufacturing windshields, canopies and other
acrylic products for military and commercial aircraft. In the early
1970s, its board decided to try to make Swedlow a household name
in acrylic furniture as well. When Walton E. Brown, Publishing
Director of Designers West magazine, got wind of this, he pointed
Swedlow in the direction of his friend, Charles Hollis Jones. At the
time, Swedlow had “a terrible reputation,” according to Jones. “They
did not know how to make clear acrylic. There were so many impu-
rities in it, it was yellow,” which, Jones notes, was acceptable in the
aircraft industry at the time (airplane canopies weren’t expected to
last 40 years, unlike a dining table). Despite the challenges, Jones

Opposite Wisteria chair, 1968.
Edge-dyed acrylic with upholstered
cushion. Originally designed for
playwright Tennessee Williams.

Right Blade Line desk for decora-
tor Walter “Bud” Holden, c. 1969.
Clear and black acrylic.

Above Blade Line dining table for decorator Walter “Bud”
Holden, c. 1969. Acrylic.
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couldn’t pass up the opportunity. After per-
suading the Swedlow engineers to use only
water-clear, non-scratch acrylic, and cast
pieces up to 18 inches thick, he teamed up
with Swedlow to produce the Charles Hollis
Jones Signature Collection.

The Swedlow collection, sold by catalogue
and in independent showrooms, proved
hugely successful, but what Jones gained in
manufacturing capability, he lost in creative
freedom. Every design decision had to be
approved by top brass. Too much time 
was being spent in committees, and too little
time in the studio; the deal fell apart 
in less than a year. Jones took Swedlow to
court for the rights to his designs. Under the
settlement, Swedlow could continue to pro-
duce Jones’s designs, but Jones could pro-
duce them too. (In magazine ads, Swedlow’s
“Charles Hollis Jones Signature Collection”
became the “Signature Collection.”) Before
long, Jones had established his second
showroom and reopened the one at the
Pacific Design Center. 

The market was flooded with acrylic furni-
ture in the 1970s, and because most of it was
of poor quality, demand dropped off consid-
erably during the 1980s. Of course, there is
always a clientele for truly first-rate work, and
Jones was still sought after by the Hollywood
elite. No longer selling out of a catalogue, he
was instead custom-designing furniture,

Above Custom acrylic staircase with brushed steel treads, Fred Winograd resi-
dence, Los Angeles, 1978.

Opposite Swedlow Catalog Cover, featuring Arch chairs, Le Dome table and
acrylic staircase, c. 1979.

Below Bear Love Seat from the Waterfall Line with lighted acrylic base for
Charles Hollis Jones and Swedlow showrooms, c. 1970.
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including acrylic staircase railings for clients like Anne
Volokh, president and executive publisher of Movieline mag-
azine, and acrylic beds for the likes of Sylvester Stallone. A
number of his pieces were used on the set of the decade-
defining television series Dynasty. Jones was hardly starving.
And, he took full advantage of the market downturn in the
1990s by buying up every piece of his own furniture 
he could find on the secondhand market. Growing up on a
farm had taught him to recognize a good deal when he 
saw it. And it also taught him to be patient — things would
turn around.

Something else Jones learned from life on the farm: if
things don’t turn around for you, then you have to turn them
around for yourself. In 2001, Jones offered 80 pieces of his
vintage work as part of Christie’s Los Angeles “Innovators of
Twentieth Century Style” auction. His work was showcased
alongside that of fellow designers Raymond Loewy, William
“Billy” Haines and James Mont. More than 60 of Jones’s
pieces sold, prompting him to reflect on his 40-year career in
design. “I realized,” he says, “that I was better than I thought.”

Above Sling lounge chair, c. 1969. Stretched acrylic. Originally designed for Airstream Trailers and Arthur Elrod. Later manufactured
and sold by Swedlow.

Below Charles Hollis Jones Showroom, Los Angeles, c. 1971.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 L
el

an
d 

Y.
 L

ee
.

C
ou

rte
sy

 R
 2

0t
h 

C
en

tu
ry

.



www.modernismmagazine.com 91

COLLECTING 

Charles Hollis Jones
To purchase Jones pieces directly, or to commission new work, the best
source is Charles Hollis Jones himself. He can be reached through his web
site: www.charleshollisjones.com. Vintage Jones pieces are regularly
offered at auction in the U.S.: a pair of Regency acrylic, glass and chromed
steel tables sold in September 2005 for $3,525 (estimate: $1,200–1,800)
at Bonhams & Butterfields in Los Angeles.

On April 23, four vintage Jones lots were had for affordable prices at
Sollo:Rago Modern Auctions in Lambertville, NJ. Two daybeds on illuminated
bases, one with an upholstered mattress, sold for $2,500 and $2,700 (esti-
mates: $3,000–$5,000); a Blade Line coffee table estimated at $1,500–2,500
sold for $1,100; and a set of four Waterfall barstools originally made for Pip’s
Club in Los Angeles, achieved a hammer price of $3,000 (estimate:
$3,500–$4,500).

Over his career, Jones’s exquisite work has won him numer-
ous honors. His Edison lamp, its acrylic shade an homage to
the light bulb, was selected for the California Design 11 
exhibition in 1970, and won a Brilliance of Design award from
the German government in 1971. The Los Angeles Board of
Supervisors gave Jones an award for his “Metric Line” tables 
in 1976. In 1992, the AIDS Healthcare Foundation gave 
Jones the Carl Beam Sculpture Award, honoring him for his 
volunteer work on behalf of the American Society of Interior
Designers. And his lifetime achievement was recognized by the
Pacific Design Center with the 2004 Product Designer of the
Year Award.

These days, Jones is busy exploring new ideas, as well as
revisiting themes from the past. His latest collection, a series of
side tables and lighting, is a mix of new and old designs and
will soon be in showrooms in Los Angeles and Palm Springs.
He continues to design custom pieces, having once again
become the darling of the best designers and architects as
interest in the mid-century era has swelled. Among those he is

currently working with are the L.A.-based architecture firm
Marmol Radziner and Associates and Kelly Wearstler, founder
of the L.A. architectural interior design firm kwid.

In the 1967 film The Graduate, Mr. McGuire says famously
to Benjamin Braddock (played by Dustin Hoffman, in his first
film role), “There is a great future in plastics. Think about it. Will
you think about it?” By 1967, Charles Hollis Jones had been
thinking about plastics for several years already. He has spent
his career transforming acrylic into objects of desire. And, with
new work on the drawing board and in showrooms, he still
sees a great future in plastics. ■

Peter J. Wolf is a Faculty/Research Associate at Arizona State
University, where he teaches Design History and Qualitative
Research Methods. In addition to his freelance writing, he does
design research consulting. He is currently working on a biogra-
phy of Charles Hollis Jones. His last article for Modernism was
“Hooked on a Feelie” (Vol. 8, No. 1).

NEW JONES
Modern Homes
456 North Palm Canyon Drive
Palm Springs, CA 92262
760/320-8422
www.psmodhome.com 

VINTAGE JONES
Art + Industry
115 South Palm Canyon Drive
Palm Springs, CA 92262
760/864-1103 
www.artplusindustry.com

R 20th Century Design
82 Franklin Street
New York, New York 10013
212/343-7979 www.r20thcentury.com

JUST FOR THE JONES EXPERIENCE
Desert Hot Springs Motel 
P.O. Box 279
Desert Hot Springs, CA 92240
760/288-2280,
www.lautnermotel.com

The hotel features a “Charles Hollis Jones suite,” full of 
furniture and accessories, some of which he designed 
specifically for this unique space.

Above Lighted vanity
mirror for Hudson
Rissman, c. 1965.
Chromed steel.
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Below  “Regency” tables, c. 1961. Acrylic, glass, and chromed steel.
Manufactured by Roide Enterprises for Hudson Rissman.
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