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Abstract

Over the last two decades a category of artefact has appeared that has come to be
termed ‘design art’: highly expressive furniture and domestic products that are created
as self-initiated, often limited edition designs, sold through galleries, exhibited in
museums and collected in the manner traditionally ascribed to art. To date no in-depth
theoretical analysis of the growth of such design has been conducted and key
protagonists such as Droog Design have received little critical attention, as those
involved have been largely left to write their own history. Consequently, the aim of
this thesis is to account for the development of these objects as the products of
particular cultural and historical conditions and ask what the implications of the rise
of these particular practices of making, distribution and use may be.

This thesis proposes that close analysis of the objects, their form and
functional potential, reveals their dialectical qualities, in that in their materiality the
tensions and conflicts of the period of their development can be discerned. Through
an account of the development of the market for such goods it examines the way in
which these things can be studied as commodities, in that they can clearly be
understood as status symbols or a form of cultural capital. It is also asserted that by
regarding such design as having the potential to impact upon everyday life, and not
just as existing as something to be consumed by an elite, such practices illuminate
broader problems of the ethics of design in a wider sense.

In this way it is argued that these communicative objects, in their ambiguous
form and problematic relationship to function, can give an insight into the way we live
with performative things: the ideological products of modernity that act upon us as we
use them and which contain in their being the protocols and disciplinary forces of
their time. The intention therefore is to ask whether design art can be seen as a
politically radical practice that suggests ways in which both makers and users can

assert a new relationship to the things with which we live.
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linning/ (23.05.11)

Figure 7.1 The serzure notice on the door of the Moss Gallery,
November 5™ 2010 275

Internet source
http://www.core?7.com/blog/furniture design/design store moss seized for nonpayment of taxes

17797.asp (12.06.11)

Figure 8.1 Maarten Baas,

degree project from the Design Academy Eindhoven,

as shown to the author in 2010 (in appendix) 79
Authors own photograph

Figure 8.2 Maarten Baas,
degree project from the Design Academy Eindhoven,

as shown to the author in 2010 (in appendix) 79
Author’s own photograph
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Preface

This thesis begins from the proposition that making things is a political activity: that
to give form to an object, to bring something into the world, is to make a material
assertion that what is created has a legitimate reason to exist. At this point in history
we face unprecedented challenges precipitated by the way we live: possible
impending ecological disaster, economic turmoil caused by the melt-down of the
world’s financial system, social upheaval created by emergence of a networked and
increasingly virtual way of living and myriad pressures caused by the processes of
globalization. It may therefore seem somewhat capricious that I have chosen to study
the political and moral problems of making and using things through the analysis of
what has come to be termed design art: limited-edition furniture and products, which
are available to few, used by fewer and of interest to a minority. When there are so
many clear problems with the conditions of mass-consumption and the structures of
mass-production upon which they depend, why take the time to elucidate the rarefied
nature of a few highly wrought and often absurd domestic items that are generally so
expensive they will only be bought by a particular elite? The chairs and tables, the
cabinets and side-boards, the light-fittings and fancy furnishings considered here may
not appear to be very important in the wider scheme of the history of design, so why
study them in such depth?

The answer must lie in the very fact that these things have been made and exist
in the world at the point of crisis. In this way they are as much a response to the
pressures of our time as the technical attempts to answer our needs more efficiently
and sustainably. It is because we are in such a situation and the florid objects
presented here have come into being in the same historical moment that is worth
considering them.

If they were simply presented as art, there would be little problem. It would
have been possible to examine the turn to design in art, as the art historian Alex Coles
has done in some detail, as another expression of the discourse of art with all of its
attendant debates (2005; 2007). Yet what is considered here is of interest because it
makes a claim to be of use, because they are presented as useful things, functional

objects. Thus throughout I have tried to limit the discussion to objects that, however
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nominally, make the claim to be use objects, as this is where the interest lies because
of their underdetermined ontological status.

Yet arguably the mediagenic objects examined here are of a new form because
of the context in which they have arisen. They flow in the media, in a way not thought
possible only a few years ago. It is because they do not just sit in the collector’s living
room or the museum gallery, but transition through the matrix of culture as they exist
as a strange relationship between the material physical and the immatenal world of
communication, that they are interesting. They do exist as physical things, but in the
majority of interactions they are consumed as data: the picture on the website or in the
magazine, the report on the television, the review in the blog.

At the 2008 conference of the Design History Society, Networks of Design, the

key-note speaker, the sociologist of science, Bruno Latour, argued that:

A politics of matters of facts and of objects has always seemed far fetched; a
politics of designed things and issues 1s somewhat more obvious. If things, or
rather Dinge, are gatherings, as Heidegger used to define them, then it is a
short step from there to considering all things as the result of an activity called
“collaborative design” in Scandinavia. This activity is in fact the very
definition of the politics of matters of concern since all designs are
“collaborative™ designs — even if in some cases the “collaborators” are not all

visible, welcomed or willing (2008: 6).

Here, therefore, he drew out two themes that are central to the following thesis: that
design is essentially a political problem, that is an issue of ethics; that design is
produced in collaboration between many parties, that design exists in the
interrelationship of networks of actors.

In what follows I have attempted to identify and understand the nature of the
key networks of design that pertain to the development of design art. Consequently
there is a concentration on the relationship between makers and the market; the things
(‘Dinge’) and the media through which they flow; actions and their place in history.
At times it has been necessary to limit the extent of the investigation to provide
clarity. The response to shifts in material culture studied and intervened in by those
such as Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, for example, and their conceptualisation of
the issue as one of ‘Critical Design’ has been touched upon but not studied
extensively, as their approach seems to lead back to the gallery and away from things

being used in everyday life (1999; 2001). When considering this actual use any
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attempt to examine the objects in use has been limited by the wish not to over-
emphasise an ethnographic understanding of such phenomena and their
characterisation as part of ‘material culture’ as a discrete subject of study. Such 1ssues
have been addressed from an anthropological perspective by critics such as Daniel
Miller (1987; 2001), yet the problem with the strictly anthropological approach to the
study of material culture is that, as Hal Foster notes, it may be said to encourage a
movement horizontally from subject to subject across social space more so than does
vertically along historical lines of analysis (2002: 91). Also Miller’s approach, though
nominally ‘material’ seems to rather ignore the actual objects whilst privileging what
he describes as ‘social relations’ (1987: 18). Thus the intention is to consider the
networks examined from the perspective that commodities can be said to have social
lives, meaning ‘we have to follow the things themselves, for their meanings are
inscribed in the their forms, their uses, their trajectories’ (Appadurai 1988: 5). This is
then to take an approach in which the intention is to follow such ‘trajectories’ whilst
not favouring any given actor, producer or user, but to see the shape and effects of the
networks in action. This is therefore to see the things as a part of design culture,
which can be said to be an approach which adopts “a systematic approach to
understanding the dynamics and effects of material and immaterial relationships that
are articulated by and through the multiple artifacts of design culture’ (Julier 2006:
73). It can be argued then, that such a methodology, one which examines the
dynamics and effects of these material and immaterial relationships, will essentially
be involved with understanding the history of design as a process of mapping the
action of networks of design in operation through time.

If, as Victor Margolin argued two decades ago, the project of understanding
design from a historical perspective had initially developed as a response to the early
literature in the field such as that of Nikolaus Pevsner and Siegfried Gideon (1992), it
can be suggested that the nature of the discipline is now more fully responsive to the
concerns of making and use that recent cultural and technological challenges have
presented. Similarly, if the early development of design history was shaped by its
origins in art history (Hannah & Putnam 1980; Fallan 2010), whereby the emphasis
was placed on the examination of classic designs and heroic designers, in recent years
it can be seen to have shifted to a more expansive understanding of design as a
practice which involves a whole range of participants and agencies beyond the

activities of iconic things or creators. Moreover, in this regard Margolin’s assertion
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that this suggested the necessity of seeing the field of as one of design studies, rather
than of design history, seems to carry less weight now than it did even then. History 1s
an active practice, one which takes as a central question the problem of the nature of
its own ontology and epistemology, consequently it is capable of drawing in the
methodologies of other approaches in a manner that allows for productive cross-
fertilisation whilst retaining the rigour of a bounded discipline. The methodology
adopted here then draws from sociology, anthropology, art history, psychology and
philosophy not because this is intended to be a multi-disciplinary approach as such.
Rather the diversity of techniques employed serves to demonstrate the versatility and
flexibility of design history as a discipline in itself.

All of this is only worth attempting if there is really anything at stake. In
recent years it has become a banality of the critique of design to suggest that the 1ssue
at hand is one of ‘sustainability’ (see Chapman 2008, for example). That rampant
consumerism and its concomitant depletion of the world’s resources means that
design must address the pragmatic problems that this presents. In this regard many
solutions are proffered, from the cornucopians who believe that human ingenuity and
reason will allow us to come up with another technological fix, to the millenialists
who argue that we should begin to plan for a new dark-age in which we shall all need
to huddle in well constructed shelters. This study begins from a different position. It is
predicated upon the idea that it is only through a well elaborated sense of our
historical conditions that we can begin to understand what situation we are in and
from this attempt to build, indeed design, new ways of being and reacting in such
circumstances.

Any act of composition must inevitably be as much about what is excluded as
what is put into the frame. Given the ethical nature of the problem addressed there are
many clear similarities to those confronted by William Morris and the Arts and Crafis
adherents of the late nineteenth century. Similarly the way in which the media is an
important element of the way in which the objects examined are to be understood, the
activities of those such as the Independent Group in the 1950s could also have shed
light upon the processes involved. In earlier drafis of this work both of these areas
were considered in some detail, but it was decided in the final instance that too broad
a scope would detract from the key theoretical points to be made. Therefore the
parallels that are drawn with Russian Constructivism and Surrealism in the early

twentieth century are made because it is the materialist and ethical concerns of the
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former and the anti-rationalist stance of the latter that seemed to have the most
bearing on the analysis.

The examples considered broadly date from the early 1990s through to the
present day, as it was throughout this period that an identifiable approach to furniture
making and disseminatton came to adopt its contemporary form. The history of the
Droog Design features prominently as it was arguably through the establishment of
this organisation that the phenomenon being studied first came to the fore. Also, in the
way in which Droog was promoted, publicised and assimilated into the wider
discourse of design through the 1990s, the influence it had, and the manner in which it
seemed to lose its way 1n the increasingly networked and thoroughly commercialised
2000s, offered a lens through which to view the shifts in the matter at hand in a
comprehensible form.

Though this is meant to be an exercise in mapping the terrain in which design
art developed, the topography is not complete and indeed never can be. As vital forms
the networks described flow into each other and continue to emerge. As was inferred
at the beginning of this preface, this is a political argument. Where omissions have
been made or seemingly obvious lines of discussion or analysis excluded, the final
logic has been that of making the ethical points more clearly at the expense of

covering all of the possible ground.

For me this has been an investigation, a piece of abductive reasoning whereby
induction and deduction has been used in the creation of new knowledge. It began
with an intuition that towards the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century
something in culture had subtly shifted and this could be seen in the unashamedly
preposterous things created by a small group of designers working on a limited stage.
By getting to know the work and the world it inhabited, that sad to exist for it to come
into being, I gradually began to see the shape and logic of the way in which it
operated. Through close examination of particular examples encountered upon the
way certain theoretical problems seemed to assert themselves until a sense of the
terrain developed along side a range of questions that demanded to be addressed.
Consequently the following discussion retains some of this quality of a journey, a

process of detection whereby evidence must be sifted in the building of a case.
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Counter to conventional academic practice my position is not asserted in the
introduction. This is because the way in which the final conclusion has been arrived at
1s as much part of the point to be made as the bald stating of a position. Thus the
analysis begins from a mapping of the initial situation: that design art has come to
exist as a recognisable practice and body of artefacts, and through a series of
investigations of particular facets of the problem builds into an argument that
accounts for the conditions discovered and asks what the consequences of such a
situation must be. As is inevitable, what was being studied was itself in motion as it
was being probed and dissected. In the volatile second decade of the twenty-first
century the world looks a lot different to the way it did even a few years ago. This is
then reflected in the way in which the argument progresses. That the design discussed
can simultaneously be recognised as the last gasp of a particular relationship to
objects, of a certain form of materialism, and the first breath of a virtuality of affect
and the instability of matter precipitated by the rule of data, was not obvious when I
began this process. Therefore the argument does not begin from this proposition, but
works towards it.

The full nature of my position in relation to these processes, my personal
political stance, is not made explicit until the conclustion. This is meant to allow the
evidence to build the case before I place my own perspective nakedly before the
reader. That what is included or excluded, introduced or not utilised will shape the
nature of the discussion 1s acknowledged, that is to say what I have chosen to examine
and the way it is analysed will necessarily constrict the investigation in a certain
manner, but it is hoped that by waiting until then end to emphasise what I see as the
moral imperatives of the problem I leave the reader more room to construct their own
sense of what matters.

Though this piece was painstakingly constructed to conform to the
requirements of a doctoral thesis, i1t has also been written to be read. Where possible
examples have been chosen that seemed to me to bring the issues to life. Throughout 1
have tried to not simply describe the pieces but evoke their presence. Where
theoretical explanation has seemed necessary I have attempted to render the
arguments as clearly as possible. When there has been a choice between dryly
recounting what has been found and emphasising a point with a rhetorical flourish, the
latter has generally been employed in the hope that it will carry the reader on through

the discussion and make it apparent why these things are of interest to me, whilst also
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making my often dense expositions bearable. For me all of this really does matter, and

1t 1s hoped that the way it is written allows this to be grasped.

London - February, 2012
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Introduction

In the first decade of the twenty-first century something changed in the design world.
Designers started to behave like artists. There have been star designers betfore. In the
1950s Charles and Ray Eames were lauded as American pioneers of modern design.
In Italy in the 1960s Joe Colombo acted like a design playboy and in the 1980s Ettore
Sottsass and the Memphis group courted publicity like the pop stars they were. In the
1990s design proliferated to service the burgeoning lifestyle industry and Phillipe
Starck and his Postmodernism-lite seemed to be everywhere. Yet they still remained
designers, servicers of industry and mass-production. Since the turn of the new
century furniture designers have started to act and work specifically as though they
were contemporary artists.

Almost out of nowhere designers seemed to want to express themselves. The
work produced is not generally created to commission or to fulfil the needs of a
particular client. Instead they have effectively started setting their own briefs, creating
speculative projects that operate to examine the designer’s concerns rather than fulfil
a pre-existing need or solve a problem. Just as with prints or various casts of a
sculpture, the work is generally produced as limited editions, varying from those of
five or eight, which is quite small, to ones of fifty, or even in one case two-hundred,
which is pushing it a little. The pieces they produce are exhibited and sold through
galleries such as The Carpenter’s Workshop Gallery in London, Vivid in Rotterdam,
The Moss Gallery in New York and Contrasts in Shanghai. They are shown and
traded at fairs such as Design Miami/Basel and the fringes of the Salone del Mobile in
Milan; just as with contemporary art, it is then through the auction houses of
Sotheby’s, Christies and Philips de Pury that the secondary market operates to further

cater for collectors of this type of design.



Mr Pitt’s Table

[t 1s because there are collectors that such a practice of design can exist. There are
celebrity patrons, such as Brad Pitt, who caused a stir at Design Basel in Switzerland
in June of 2008, when he bought a limited-edition marble Cinderella Table by the
Dutch designer Jeroen Verhoeven (see Figure 0.1) for $293,000, from the stand of the
Carpenters Workshop Gallery (Barreneche 2008). That Pitt should have bought the
marble version of this table 1s perhaps telling, in that the material telegraphs the
object’s status and value, just as the fact that the edition 1s limited further adds to the
sense of exclusivity. The first examples of the Cinderella were in plywood and the
designer used Computer Aided Design (CAD) and Computer Numerically Controlled
(CNC) routering to create an object which morphs from the outline of an eighteenth
century commode 1nto that of a console table of the same period (Figure 0.2). In wood
the object has a delicacy to it. The forms sweep round in a graceful arc as one
silhouette glides into the other. In marble the table takes on a monolithic quality that

marks it out as a thing of consequence but which robs it of its subtlety.

Figure 0.1 Jeroen Verhoeven, Cinderella Table, marble, 2008



Figure 0.2 Jeroen Verhoeven, Cinderella Table, CNC cut birch plywood, 2005

This demonstrates how quickly something can transition from one state to
another, how a piece of furniture created as a technical experiment in modest
materials can, as its context shifts, become a luxury status-symbol. Because it 1s
design, it 1s all about reproducibility and seriality. Different versions can be made.
The design can be applied in varying ways, creating a series of material actualisations
of the original principle. Given the technical possibilities of reproducibility offered by
the likes of CAD and CNC milling, transpositions of form and material have become
viable routes for exploring the possibilities of certain designs and approaches in a way
that only a generation ago would have seemed unthinkable. This is therefore not
mass-production, but it is certainly technological reproduction, and this takes place in
a wider economy of reproducibility. In such a situation an object that has an aura of
authenticity and exclusivity can be made in multiples, allowing it to be both unique
and reproducible at the same time. This then happens in conditions in which the image
of the design can be reproduced almost infinitely, allowing it to flow through the
channels of the media and information exchange, thus making it possible for the
object to gain in status as its visibility grows, even as it retains its status as a unique

design.



Furniture as Sculpture

Many of the biggest names who have come to occupy this new field of practice appear
to have little interest of the questions of form and function or the ethics of production
that taxed Modernist practitioners. From one position this is represented by the likes
of the architect, Zaha Hadid, whose Aqua Table (Figure 0.3) is really just a very
expensive plastic table. It has an elegant form, but it does little to extend or examine

the protocols and possibilities of design.

Figure 0.3 Zaha Hadid, Aqua Table, Laminated polyurethane resin, silicon, 2005

Similarly, the Australian Marc Newson has been called by the television
producer and presenter, Alan Yentob, ‘one of the hottest designers on the planet’
(Yentob 2008: 01) and he 1s certainly amongst the best known and saleable of these
artist-designers (Rawsthorn 2007a). Yet his work is actually quite conventional in the
way in which it deals with issues of form and function. In a piece such as the
Lxtruded Chair (Figure 0.4), we have a piece of furniture that is relatively

conservative in its form, but which is rendered in an exclusive material. The technical



expertise brought to bear i1s impressive, as the work from this range has been cut from
solid blocks of Carrara marble using computer cutting technology and no little skill on
the part of the quarry-men who actually made it. Yet, as Newson himself admits, often
his design work 1s really the use of the form of a piece of furniture that then allows
him to create sculpture (Yentob 2008: 04). Here the piece looks as though 1t could be
made of plastic and it is not clear what the material does in regard to the eftect of the

object, beyond signalling its value through the associations connected with marble.

Figure 0.4 Marc Newson, Fxtruded Chair, Carrara marble, 2007

Similarly, a designer such as the Israeli born London based Ron Arad 1s also in

the top ranks of bankable designers producing this kind of work (McGuirk 2010). In a
5



piece such as his Bodyguard chair (Figure 0.5) a concern with function can be
discerned in the unusual form of the piece, it remains in an upright position until sat

upon, whereby the chair rocks back to accommodate the sitter. Yet it 1s clear that this

has not been made to be used, it is a piece to sit on a plinth and be admired.
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Figure 0.5 Ron Arad, Bodyguard chair, polished aluminium, 2007

The title 1s telling in this regard, as Arad had been mocked by friends about
the number of bodyguards who surrounded his furniture, so this work gained its name
(Rushton 2007). This is clearly furniture as sculpture, its primary function is to
operate as an object of aesthetic contemplation whilst any nominal utilitarian purpose
1s entirely secondary. As a piece of sculpture it is a thrusting phallic statement that
owes more to Constantin Brancusi than it does to any quotidian considerations of

furniture use. In this way these objects are relatively easy to account for. The tradition

they work in then is that of the (usually) male artist creating bold heroic statements.



The usages and tropes of sculpture have been employed to allow designers to pose as

artists so that they can enter a particular economy of exchange, that of the art market.

Design in the Age of Things

Less easy to explain is work such as the Kebab Lamp (Figure 0.6) created under the
name Committee by the husband and wife team Clare Page and Harry Richardson.
Here a domestic standard lamp has been made by skewering found objects onto a
central pole. China ornaments meet wooden trinkets, children’s toys butt-up against
candle-sticks (see Figure 0.7). This is a totem-pole of modern detritus. Every edition
1S the same principle, but each is a unique meeting of the elements used to make it. It

1S clear, however, that the components have not been assembled randomly. The way

Figure 0.6 Committee, kebab Lamp, found objects and textile
shade. 2004
that the parts resonate with each other, it seems that the composition has been

carefully executed to balance an elegance of proportions with significant



juxtapositions of aesthetics and meaning (Campbell & Hershberg 2005). This is a
much quieter piece of work than that of Arad or Newson, and it i1s arguably more
powerful in its effect for it. The seriality of the arrtefacts stuck on the spike cannot
help but invoke the serendipitous sequentiality of the meeting of objects in everyday
life. In this way it is not simply a comment on consumer society, it 1s hewn from it. It
1s not a coldly objective critique of consumption and waste, rather it functions more as
a capturing of the materiality of such a way of living. Each lamp becomes a core-
sample of a moment in the age of objects, and what it captures 1s not the thrusting

masculinity of the more sculptural works, but a smaller scale, more domestic reality.

Figure 0.7 Commuittee, kebab Lamp (detail), found objects, 2004

By way of contrast Job Smeets and Nynke Tynagel, operating out of Antwerp
as Studio Job, create pieces which amplify the objecthood of things by the
manipulation of scale and the application of narrative devices, swelling the artefacts
with meaning and presence until they almost collapse under their own weight. The
work has more narrative content than that of Arad or Newson, yet it is still a form of
spectacular design. Their Robber Baron Table (2009, Figure 0.8), for example, 1s a
dining table the base of which takes the form of a patinated bronze factory, which

belches out pollution to create a cloud of polished bronze, forming the tabletop. The



architecture upon which this form is modelled is apparently inspired by buildings such
as the Peter Behrens’s AEG factory, Battersea Power Station in London and the
fascist neo-classicism of Albert Speer (Moss Gallery 2009). Yet, to what ends has

such source material been used?

Figure 0.8 Studio Job, Robber Baron Table, patinated bronze and gilding, 2009

The extent to which this 1s an ironic statement is somewhat unclear, vyet it is
apparent that this object 1s more concerned with signifying than it is with utilitarian
functionality. These are things to be looked at rather than used. Even when they are
exploring more quotidian issues, such as in the series 7he F-arm of 2008 (Figure 0.9),
where the objects they deal with are the traditional furnishings and tools of rural
Dutch life (seen here installed in the Zuiderzee Museum in Enkhuizen in the
Netherlands), through the technique and methodologies employed, the gilding and
polishing for example, the things are wrenched from their context to operate as signs.
Indeed, Smeets and Tynagel go as far as to state that they are actually trying to

become artists, that issues such as function actually hold no interest for them at all

(Rawsthorne 2007b).



Figure 0.9 Studio Job, The Farm. mixed media, 2008

The New Rock ‘n’ Roll?

[f in the 1990s artists such as Damien Hirst and Tracey Emin played the role of the
rock star artist, always sardonic and playing to the media, sneering at the process
whilst happily servicing it, this then appears to be a part that Smeets and Tynagel are
aspiring to. In publicity material Smeets in particular is careful to project this image.
This photograph taken for an article in the New York Times in 2007 1s typical of the
way in which they pose with their work (see Figure 0.10). Smeets’s stance appears to
communicate a certain insouciance, even an arrogance. Ambra Medda, the founder of
Design Miami, declared in 2008 that “designers are the new rock stars’ (in Barraneche

2008); 1t certainly seems that Studio Job are attempting to demonstrate the voracity of

this statement. More than anything, it seems that Smeets and Tynagel want to be part

of the art world. This is not quite the same thing as wanting to produce art.
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Figure 0.10 Job Smeets and Nynke Tynagel posing for 7he New York Times, 2007

The photograph of Page and Richardson produced to accompany a British

Council exhibition (Campbell & Hershberg 2005), which included their kebab Lamp,

demonstrates the way in which a different image of the designer as artist can be
presented. Here the pose is much more informal and we get a sense of the artists at
work. The suggestion seems to be that it is their concern for the objects that is really

at issue, they look more like working artists than rock stars manqueé.

Figure 0.11 Clare Page and Harry Richardson, 2005

11



However, what is interesting about these two images is the way that in both
the subjects are positioned as artists, authors of their work, but in each they occupy
different economies of art. Job Smeets does not just want to be an artist. He wants to
be a celebrity. Page and Richardson are characterised more as art-workers who are
using material artefacts to explore their concerns. This then demonstrates the way in
which there are a range of different economies of production and exchange in the art
world that design can feed upon; the art world that designers are encroaching upon
and drawing from is not a monolithic whole, but a system of systems with many

points of entry and interconnection.

Domestic Art?
Bath Boat (2005, Figure 0.12) by the Dutch designer Wieki Sommers is a working
bathtub which takes the form of a boat. The designer has not created a bath shaped

sculpture, rather she has created a fully functional object with a form that

communicates; it 1s a useful thing which makes allusion and suggests a narrative and
meaning beyond its basic utilitarian functioning. The large-scale sculptural pieces
created by the likes of Arad and Newson are the easiest pieces to explain as they
replicate the aesthetics of Modernist sculpture in order to cater to the art market.
Studio Job’s output can also be understood as being comprised of artefacts which are
made to enter an economy of gallery display and auction retailing. However, at the
same time as this tendency has been operating a smaller-scale and more domestic
approach can be seen to have developed. These objects are much more involved with
function and it is clear that they have been made in a design tradition which conceives
of these things genuinely as use-objects. Though gender is not an issue explored
directly in this analysis it does seem apparent that this shift can to some degree be
thought of in these terms.

As the art historian Christopher Reed notes, one of the guarantees that
Modernist art was serious and genuinely avant-garde was its disavowal of the
domestic sphere (1996). Here, then, in the experiments with everyday use-objects a
concern with domesticity seems to be leading design directly into the home, a space
which has generally been characterised as a feminine (Attfield 2000). This then

suggests that within this field of practice there is a dialectical tension between a
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Figure 0.12 Wieki Sommers, Bath Boat, oak and red cedar, epoxy, 2005

discourse of sculptural objects as phallic symbols, thrusting assertions of intention and
authorship, and a smaller-scale domestic approach which derives from the patterns
and possibilities of living with objects. This is not to unproblematically map
masculinity on to one tendency and femininity to the other; it is to observe the way in
which the dynamic is operating as part of the material discourses being played out.

The question that an artefact such as the Bath Boat suggests is not ‘can design
be exhibited and sold like art?’ but ‘what if the things we used everyday operated as
art?’ This is then less about the creation of spectacular objects that work entirely as a
form of display, and more about the possibilities of some of the tactics and approaches
of art being co-opted by makers of useful things. In its penetration into the home this
form of artful design seems to suggest that those creating it wish to not only comment
on the domestic, through the creation of functioning furniture and products, they are
actually matenally altering what it means to inhabit such a space.

Designers are creating objects that function, but which seem to work on a
number of different levels. Peter Marigold’s Box Legs (2010; Figure 0.13) consists of

four cabriole legs with pierced angled struts connected to the top of each one. These
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Figure 0.13 Peter Marigold, Box Legs, found legs, cardboard and
string. 2010

can then be attached to any cardboard box using a string tourniquet, thus turning the
box into a piece of furniture. The mechanism 1s delightfully simple and the effect is to
convulse the humble cardboard box into an object of utility and status. Yet, a moment
of disjuncture is experienced upon encountering an object such as this, as the
formality and historical resonance of the shape of the leg meets the somewhat abject
quality of the box. Also there is a form of anthropomorphism taking place as the
addition of the legs seems to bring the object to life, suggesting that it may scuttle
away at any moment. In this way what could have been seen as amusing or witty
begins to reveal a certain darkness that seems to come with interventions into these
Intimate objects. Because these are things to live with rather than simply see in a
gallery, there can be as much of a shudder as a wry smile when they appear to reveal
their agency in this way. Also, here the object is not complete until it is used, so the
user becomes a part of the creation of the artefact, thus volatising the relationship

between making and use.
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The Smoke series, created by the Dutch designer Maarten Baas 1n 2002, has
been made by taking old pieces of furniture and burning them with a blow-torch until
they resemble things rescued from a house-fire (Figure 0.14). The surface 1s then
stabilised using epoxy resin and the objects finished with new upholstery and fittings.
Here the elegance of the chair’s frame has been transformed into something which 1s
both beautiful and disturbing. It appears to be some form of relic, suggesting that 1t
has come through a cataclysm, yet the pristine nature of the upholstery jars with this

as it speaks of craftsmanship and quality. So, the piece rocks backwards and forwards

between horror and desire.

Figure 0.14 Maarten Baas, Smoke Chair, found chair, epoxy, leather upholstery, 2002
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In the piece seen in Figure 0.15, by the Brazillian designers Hubert and
Fernando Campana, a similar dialectical struggle can be discerned. On one level this
appears to actually be quite a jolly piece of furniture, as the exuberant mass of soft
toys tumble out to form the seat of the chair. Yet, the blank stares of the animals’
faces seem to belie this. In fact the profusion can be seen as a disturbing, unsettling.
What could be the innocent profusion of a child’s bed crammed with toys, with a
slight turn of the head, becomes the terrifying vision of the excrescence of mass-

production and the uncanny gaze of the doll.

Figure 0.15 Campana Brothers, Cartoon Banquette with Soft Toys, found toys, canvas, steel, 2003

Many of the pieces discussed in this research rely upon disjuncture as a
technique, what could be called disjunctive design, which is about the meeting of
elements which do not fit, or the playing out of tensions which cannot be resolved.
Matenal clashes with material, hard meets soft, form wrestles with function, the new
exists in uneasy harmony with the old and the celebration and affirmation of the
possibilities of technological reproduction vies with nostalgia for the hand-made. In
Gareth Neal’s George 111 cabinet of 2008 (Figure 0.16) a CNC router has been used to
scour out layers which reveal within the shape an eighteenth century bombe-fronted
commode. It is as though the hi-tech exterior contains within it the ghost of the older

form, which seems to be manifesting in the material world.
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So, what would 1t be like to live with an object such as this? What would it
mean for this to be a part of everyday life? It is one thing to discuss it as though it
were sculpture, to examine its aesthetic effect, the meanings and resonances captured
by its form. It is quite another to think of being with it day-in-day-out. Would you still
notice it after a while? Would it not recede into the fabric of habit and routine, as the
things we live with most intimately tend to do? Or would its form and the way in
which it functions keep on having an effect, even if you did not notice it? Or perhaps
exactly because 1t was no longer fully present to consciousness it would sneak under

the radar and affect you all the more?

Figure 0.16 Gareth Neal, George 1] chest of drawers, oak, 2008

As pieces of sculpture the work discussed in this thesis are hardly unique or
novel. It is the proposition that these are really functioning use-objects that makes
them interesting. Although the way in which this practice has been monetised means
that it is generally rich collectors who can afford to own such objects this does not
negate the claim that they are domestic things, it simply means that the questions that
the existence of such a practice of design throws up attain another level of complexity.

To some degree 1t 1s obvious why some designers should be making work
which can be shown and sold as though it were art: this is where the money and

prestige is. Yet, there is clearly a strata of designers who understand this, but who are
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also working through problems in their designs of how we live with objects and what
this means. Consequently, to begin to understand this phenomenon it shall be
necessary to account for the growth of this area as a market, as a site of commodity
exchange, just as the flattening effect of commodity culture is denied and the content
of the pieces, their unique qualities and characteristics are taken seriously as

expressions of the concerns of our age.

Why Now?

The approach to design examined here has developed during a twenty-year period that
has seen the most rapid alteration in the conditions of existence in the history of
humanity. The proliferation of digital technologies of reproduction has reached the
point whereby daily life in the developed West has become saturated with information.
Until the end of the twentieth century, if you were interested in design it was
necessary to seek out information in specialist magazines or locate a particular book
or article in physical space. Now, like everything else, it is a click away. Objects
created by designers can now be picked up and circulated through the channels of
culture almost instantaneously and we can consume them on this level without ever
leaving the chair pulled up before the screen.

Yet the world remains resolutely material. Though the influence of the virtual
has altered how we live, the rise of the digital age has still involved the continued
expansion and refinement of the mass-production of physical things in an increasingly
globalized world, which has made consumer goods more available than ever. This
then is an extension of a process that has been a feature throughout modernity,
whereby commodities are produced in ever increasing amounts to maximise €COnomic
growth.

So, in a world of hyper-mediation, things appear to have become very
immaterial. Yet it also seems to be the case that we are drowning in a sea of objects,
the fruits of untrammelled mass-production and consumption. The endless
reproduction of images means that objects exist as much in their representation as
they do in their materiality, at the same time as they can appear to be unique and
exclusive whilst also being available for mass-consumption in their virtual form. This

is the age in which branding and PR operate to give the products we use identity, to
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give immaterial presence to physical products. Yet this has not rendered the things we
live with less physically present, it does not appear to have diminished their
materiality, instead it has had led to them gaining a certain intensity as their existence
in the world becomes multivalent and fluid. It is in this context that the approach to
design studied here has come about, and in the form, content and functioning of these
pieces it can be argued that the dialectical tensions of this phase of modernity can be
seen to be played out.

It is also perhaps necessary to observe that the time-frame of this phenomenon
also broadly corresponds to my experience as a lecturer and researcher in the field.
Having initially trained at Staffordshire University on the History of Design and the
Visual arts course in the early nineties and undertaken my Masters in Cultural Studies
at Leeds, my career in teaching Design History to practitioners really began at High
Wycombe in 1995. Although originally employed to teach history and theory on the
BA Graphic Design and Advertising course (which I continued to do throughout my
time there), through working in the traditional centre of the British furniture industry
it was perhaps inevitable that my concerns should become more three-dimensional. It
was by working with the designer-makers on the furniture and 3D programmes that
my knowledge of the history of the field began to deepen and my understanding of
contemporary practice became more acute. It therefore seems pertinent to note this
here for two reasons.

Firstly, it means that I have experienced first-hand the shift that has taken
place in design in terms of production and reception as the world tipped over the
digital edge at the end of the twentieth-century. In my first year of teaching only one
of my students had a mobile phone, I typed my lectures laboriously on an electric
typewriter and research meant going to the library or a museum. By the time I left
Wycombe in 2007, most of the students I taught had grown up with the main
designer’s tool being the Apple Mac and would profess horror at the idea of being
separated from their mobiles, many of which came with access to the all pervading
internet. Consequently I was spending a lot of time explaining to first-years that
research meant more than typing something into Google.

Secondly, then, this also means that I cannot separate the history I am
Investigating from my own. When, at the end of the nineties, I began to become aware
of the work disseminated under the banner of Droog Design, for example, schooled as

I was in the teachings of Modernism, these strange and exuberant designs appeared

19



difficult to account for. Certainly my training in the methodologies of the canon of
Cultural Studies, with its emphasis on social and political meanings and analytical
techniques, allowed me to theorise what I was finding, but it did not seem to explain it.
The tendency appeared to be to broadly lump it together with anything else that did
not seem to be primarily concerned with function and treat it as ‘ironic’ and call it all
‘Postmodernism’; this, however, seemed to be more of an exercise in tidying-up than
it was an attempt to really understand what was being created and what it meant.
What was obvious to me was that the students had a very strong reaction to
such work. It seemed to excite them. Some, particularly the more whiskery, woody

men (and they were almost always men) would look at me incredulously, as if to ask
why we were wasting our time with such frippery when we should be looking at ‘real’
design; they did not just dismiss it, it annoyed and irritated them to a surprising degree.
Other students would be delighted, seeing in such things something that moved them,
not just as an intellectual exercise but on a more visceral level. What struck me
throughout was the depth of the responses that these people had to a chair or a table.
Considering that these were usually unremarkable furniture and product types,
everyday use-objects such as chairs and tables, the reactions were extreme; these
seemed to be quotidian things that operated on the level of affect. This was interesting.
Similarly, as we moved into the two-thousands, the discourse around design
began to turn towards emotion, so students often gleefully picked up this approach,
recognising that the things we use could as much be about feeling as practical
function, even if the examination of the former did tend to be directed to the
maximisation of the latter. Though the application of such ideas often seemed more
enthusiastic than effective or illuminating (as much from the theorists as the students,
it must be said), it did seem that something was happening that was not primarily
concerned with the practice of design as a mechanistic form of problem solving, but
appeared to be involved with processes that were more nuanced and deeply woven
into culture; that took as their starting point the experience of living with things and
the problem of the nature of subjectivity in modernity. This then appeared to be an
approach that, yes, often resulted in the creation of absurd objects which as likely as
not did not seem to function terribly well on a narrowly practical level, or which
sometimes seemed to be constituted by little more than a designer appropriating
things and saying, ‘well, couldn’t this be used for that?’ Yet it seemed to me that 1t

was about much more than intellectual games or the designers cocking a snook at the
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public. It appeared to be a practice that was involved with the relation between design
and use, people and things, making and living. That is, for all its eccentricity and

playfulness, it seemed to be about the ethics, and therefore the politics, of design. This,

it seemed to me, was worth investigating.

The Research Questions

So, in researching the development of design that is highly expressive and made and
sold as though it were art, it seems necessary to ask if these designed goods can be
regarded as communicative objects, that is things that ‘say’ something. To these ends
it is necessary to examine the context in which these artefacts have been made, both
historical and cultural, to understand how they relate to what has come before and
how they fit into the wider society in which they operate. Methods such as the use of
found objects and the production of fantastical, spectacular artefacts has a history, for
example, and 1t seems important, therefore, that such lines of descent be understood if
we are to gain any insight into the way in which such tropes are now being employed.
Also, the objects under consideration appear to suggest a certain approach to making,
it is therefore necessary to enquire into the relationship such methodologies have to
the traditions and practices of craft production.

Given the importance of the development of the market in the growth of this
field, it also seems pertinent to ask whether the objects under consideration are simply
status-symbols for the rich. Similarly, given that these are use-objects it must be asked
what 1t would mean to live with such things. What would be the implications of living
with utilitarian items that have been engineered in such a way that they are much
more than simply a chair or a table, but have become bearers of meaning and perhaps
even spurs to action?

In pursuit of such objectives it must then be asked to what extent furniture and
furnishings such as these can be seen as ideological in their functioning; how do the
objects we live with determine how we behave, and what can this expressive and
inventive design tell us about this process? To what extent can these be seen as
perfomative things, ideologically speaking, that actually have the potential to change
the way we live? This seems important because it then leads on to the problem of

whether we can learn anything about the way in which designers can intervene in the
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design process to effect change for good or ill. Given that designers seem to be
moving into areas that have previously been the province of art, such as seeing
artefacts as a medium for self-expression or the investigation of personal concerns,
combined with their infiltration into the commercial side of the art world, it seems
vital to ask what relationship such practices have to the production, dissemination and
reception of art. It must then be asked how it is possible to write a history of such a
phenomenon at all. Given the way in which it appears to permeate so many given
regions of creative practice, commercial activity and cultural expression it becomes
necessary to question the very means available to account for these objects in a

historical sense.

Ultimately the question to be addressed is does this form of design have any
radical potential for restructuring our relationship to objects on a wider scale? Can the
ethical questions suggested by such work actually inform a broader understanding of
the morality of design? That is, does design that aspires to the conditions of art
without renouncing its status as design give insights into material forms that shape
our lives and the physical residues of being and can it be used as a site of intervention
into the ideological and political functioning of our material culture? Is it that by
insisting on these pieces being seen as operating as design we begin to see the
development of an art which demands its place in everyday life, or is this simply

another exclusive and excluding approach to art and design?

Design Art?

So, what to call it? The auctioneer, Alexander Payne, is popularly attributed with
coining the term ‘Design Art’ to describe work being sold at the auctioneers Philips
de Pury (Rawsthorn 2007¢; Bennett 2008; Williams 2009). It was also used by the
selling show, Design Art London, which set up in Berkeley Square in 2007 and 2008.
It appeared in the explanatory material for the exhibitions Telling Tales: Fear and
Fantasy in Contemporary Design at the V&A and Design High at the Louise T.
Blouin Foundation, both in 2009, and it featured in the title of recent books, Design
Art: Limited Editions edited by Karolien Van Cauwelaert, (2009), and Sophie Lovell’s
Limited Edition: Prototypes, One-Offs and Design Art Furniture (2009). ‘Design Art’,
as the term used for a particular type of expressive and communicative use-object that

1s sold as though it were art, has therefore demonstrably started to come into common
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usage. Yet it is a clumsy term and one not likely to survive for long because of 1t; it
also seems that it was originated to rather crudely brand an approach to design in
order to sell it (Rawsthorn 2007¢c; Williams 2009). It i1s, however, this very
unwieldiness that makes it attractive as a generic term for the purposes of this study.
As an appellation it has the effect of pushing the two key terms up against each other,
so that the dialectical relationship between design and art is made explicit. That is to
say, it is because the two elements of the phrase do not sit comfortably together such
terminology is productive. It also has the effect of both naming an approach to making
and designating a particular market for design The capitalisation does seem to
determine the field too much as a defined grouping rather than a looser term of

reference, however, therefore the less strident ‘design art’ will be used unless

specifically necessary.

Experiencing the Objects
Given that so much of the following discussion depends upon investigating the way
that furniture and domestic products make us feel, their affective quality as material
things, it seemed necessary to experience as many of the artefacts as possible at first
hand. Consequently, sourcing the examples has involved visiting the galleries and
exhibitions in London and Rotterdam listed above. It also meant attending The Design
Art Fair in London (2008); the Salone del Mobile (Milan Furniture Fair) in 2009 and
2010; The Pavilion of Art and Design in London in 2010, the collections at the V&A
in London, the Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum in Rotterdam and the Centraal
Museum in Utrecht. Thus I have been able to spend time with the objects, even if this
has usually been in the controlled environs of the show or gallery. On occasion I have
been able to touch them. Once or twice I have been able to sit on an example and
once, in a museum, when no one was looking, I leaned over a rail and opened and
closed a drawer to feel how it moved in its casing. This is of course not the same as
living with them and using them, but it has allowed for a certain material sympathy
for the things being discussed.

Throughout the thesis the images have largely been sourced through the
internet. Though every effort has been made to use the clearest possible, in places

they reveal the unmistakable burr of such digital images. Far from constituting a flaw,
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however, it seems apposite that a discussion that so much depends upon the
digitisation of the image of such objects should demonstrate their provenance in this
way.

The trade in design art is international, with the main activity being through
London, Rotterdam, New York and Basel (Van Cauwelaert 2009; Williams 2009,
Lovell 2009). For reasons of proximity and to ground the research in some form of
cultural specificity, London and Rotterdam have been the main geographical areas
examined. The educational institutions which have fed this rise of the artist-designer
are the Royal College of Art and Central Saint Martins in London, and most

importantly the Design Academy Eindhoven in the Netherlands, all of which promote

a creative and questioning approach to the study of design (Williams 2009) and this
has led to Dutch and English practitioners dominating the scene. However, no in-
depth examination of the curriculum or practices of these institutions has been
conducted as this would have constituted a diversion into pedagogies and the role of
education that, despite the origins of the study in my experience of teaching designers,
would have distracted from the main drive of the discussion. The related phenomenon
of Art Furniture in America has not been discussed in any depth as, despite its name,
this tends to be characterised by relatively conventional furniture that is either
produced by artists (such as Donald Judd); or straightforward furniture-types that are
expressive in their form but do little to challenge the utilitarian nature of furniture or
depart from the norms of furniture form, materials or use, as in the work of Wendell
Castle. Similarly, ceramics and lighting are discussed, but not as discrete fields of
activity and theory as this is beyond the scope of this discussion, instead they are
regarded as domestic products and seen as part of the broader landscape of everyday

items with which we live.

Meeting the People
Throughout this research I have met a lot of people and had many conversations about
furniture. On an informal level I have talked to designers, artists, gallerists, educators

and curators. I have spent a long time at fairs and private-views, drinking warm white

wine and eaves-dropping on the conversations of others. Whilst such a “collecting of

chit-chat in situ’ is certainly a valid approach to research (Morris 1988: 208), in that it
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does not present facts or demonstrate how others really feel but begins to give a sense
of the discourse in operation, it seemed that a more rigorous approach to grounding
the analysis in the experiences of individuals was necessary. Arranging and executing
formal interviews was challenging. Given that many of the designers I wished to talk
to live and work in the Netherlands, and I live in one of the most inaccessible places
in the UK, no small degree of planning was involved. My initial fantasy of arranging a
number of interviews in the window of a few weeks, travelling the Netherlands on my
bike, talking to designers on the way soon foundered in the reality of trying to pin
people down to dates and locations. The modern artist-designer is very busy and
internationally mobile. What was meant to be one surgical strike into the Netherlands
became repeated trips to the region.

In the end six semi-structured interviews were conducted, consisting of five
designers and a curator. I also had a fascinating discussion with an auctioneer who did
not want to be quoted or named in the research, but whose insights certainly coloured
my understanding of the functioning of the market. The designers were chosen to
provide a range of different career stages, some balance between London and
Rotterdam and some variation in approach. Maarten Baas studied at the Design
Academy Eindhoven and has gained a great deal of success in recent years, both in
terms of acclaim and sales, he is therefore a good example of a designer who is fully
operating in the field being studied. Lazslo Rosnoki also works in the Netherlands and
1s at the beginning of his career and is attempting to make a name in the world of
furniture design. Julia Lohmann is German, she graduated from the Royal College of
Art and mostly works out of London. She has recently gained something of a
reputation in the field and her work has been shown in museum settings. Gareth Neal
1S perhaps unique amongst these examples for having graduated from a course
specifically devoted to the design and crafting of furniture, the BA(Hons) Furniture
Design and Craftsmanship course at High Wycombe (Buckinghamshire Chilterns
University College) and he also can be seen as a mid-career designer who has had no
small degree of success but he is a good example of a practitioner who has come to be
well known in the field but still needs to supplement his income through teaching. Jan
Konings graduated from Eindhoven and works in Rotterdam. Though he had initial
success with furniture design with the Dutch organisation Droog in the 1990s, he has
since moved on from the design of individual objects and somewhat withdrawn from

the market to work on projects that are more socially based.
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Gareth Williams, was curator of contemporary furniture at the Victona and
Albert Museum for ten years until 2008. He published the most comprehensive study
of the historiography of this area, The Furniture Machine: Furniture Since 1990
(2006). He curated the major show in the UK of this type of work Telling Tales: Fear
and Fantasy in Contemporary Design at the V& A (2009), and he is now Course
Leader of Design Product at the Royal College of Art. The interviews began with
Williams, as he can be said to be a professional explainer of this type of work. This
interview then allowed me to set the co-ordinates for the rest of the conversations,
though it should be noted that this was not a case of relying upon Williams’s opinion,
but rather beginning to search for the key terms and assumptions of the discourse.
Less important than the assertions of individuals as to their methodologies and
practices or what they were specifically trying to achieve, was the sense which
developed of the nature of working in the field of design art, the possibilities of
making and the relationship to the market. The interviews were taped and edited
transcriptions appear in an appendix at the end of this study. It should be noted that
this was not meant to constitute an oral history of the phenomenon or an ethnographic
study of production and mediation. It was not the intentions of the makers or their
opinions as to the meanings or significance of the work that I wished to discover as
much as their methods and approaches. Consequently it was not my intention to
analyse these interviews in depth in their own terms or quote from them extensively.
Where these discussions are used, to follow the methodology of sociologists Scott
Lash & Celia Lury, they are offered ‘neither as records of subjective opinions nor as
documentary records of fact, but as fragments of (shifting) points of view’ (2007: 20).
That 1s, throughout, the proclamations of makers as to the nature of what they are
doing are not taken as definitive or ultimately explanatory, but are treated simply as
pieces of evidence to be weighed and doubted just as any other, but which added
another dimension beyond experiencing the objects and the more theoretical
investigation of the work.

Studying the consumption and use of these objects has been difficult.
Gallerists tend to operate as gate-keepers and are very reluctant to allow access to
their main source of income. A full scale ethnographic study of users has not been
conducted, not least because this is far beyond the scope of this limited research but
also because, as Fallan notes ‘Getting at the real users in situ... by means of

ethnomethodology will rarely be the solution’ (2010: 98). Instead throughout, beyond
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the informal observation of potential purchasers at galleries and fairs, use has been
inferred from the material affordances and physical scripts of the objects (Gibson
1986, Akrich 1992), in that any object can be seen to contain certain possibilittes of
use that delimits what it can or cannot do. This has then been fitted in to a broader
cultural understanding of the role of design in contemporary society (Appadurat 1988,
1996: Attfield 2000; Bourdieu 1987, 1993; Forty 1995; Heskett 2002; Hoskins 1998,
Julier 2008; Julier & Moor 2009; Miller 1987, 2001; Shove et al 2007)

The intention, therefore, has been to work from the position that design is a
part of a cultural nexus whereby the designed object exists as a relationship between

the designer, production practices and consumption. As the design theorst and
commentator Guy Julier states, ‘This honours the designer’s role in shaping the form
and content of the visual and material artefacts which are produced and consumed.
But it also allows us to pay special attention to the less conscious features which
inform and structure the process’ (2008: 4). Meeting the people involved and talking
to them has therefore been only an element in trying to conceptualise the relationships
upon which this field depends. This is therefore to see the production, distribution,
mediation and consumption of the objects being considered as a discourse of design

set 1n the wider context of social and political life and culture.

The Chapters

The first chapter takes the form of an extended introduction that maps out the
philosophical terrain in which the discussion operates and lays out the theoretical
methodology upon which the investigation depends. The key points of discussion are
1dentified, such as the question of what function actually is, whilst the way in which
these things can be regarded as communicative objects and performative things 1s
explored. This section also asks how it is possible to write the history of such a
phenomenon and establishes a mechanism for doing so in the terms of this debate. In
Chapter 2 the role of Droog Design in the historical development of the design art
tendency is examined in an effort to illustrate the way in which the concerns of the
designers involved can be said the have precursors, yet it is argued that they were and
are ultimately products of their time and conditions. Chapter 3 discusses the role of

the market in the rise of design art, but then goes on to ask how these design
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statements could be 1mplicit in everyday life and actual use. In this process the
concept of performative function and the ideological operation of furniture s then
elaborated as it is argued that such dynamics can be seen writ large in the content-
heavy work that has come to be known as design art. Chapter 4 recounts the
biography of one specific design to demonstrate the way in which an object goes
through transitions through the course of its life story, thus exemplifying how the
object names not a static and unchanging entity but a volatile and endlessly
reconfiguring problem to be encountered. Chapter 5 then uses the way in which a
range of designers have intervened into the form of the monobloc plastic garden chair

to show the different points at which the designer can act upon an object and the
politics of affect involved in this. Chapter 6 examines how the contemporary art world
relates to objects and their place in everyday life and asks how design art fits into this
construct. Through an examination of the way in which art now functions as what can
be termed a relational discourse the congruencies and dislocations between the
practices and economies of art and design are examined to demonstrate what
potentialities the practice of design art may have within this context in regard to the

ethics of design in a broader sense.

This research charts a moment in history when art and design collided in a world of
hyper-mediation. It seems no accident that in an age when objects mean more to us
than ever before, whereby in neo-liberal consumer culture we seem to have gone way
beyond the fetishisation of the commaodity to its total internalisation and assimilation
into the self, a form of design has appeared that seemingly ramps-up the material
affective qualities of the goods on offer to an almost absurd degree. In a time when art
seems to reveal itself as profoundly immaterial and conceptual, in that so much of
what it is and what it means circulates through conduits far beyond the boundaries of
the physicality of objecthood, it also can be seen to be almost autistically materialist
In its endless re-presentation of the tsunami of things that consumerism represents. At
this historical moment an attitude to design appears that mirrors these concerns but
goes a step further to propose that art really should enter life and the things with

which we live become more than simply tools for living.
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These things can be studied as commodities. They can clearly be understood
as status symbols (Veblen 1994 [1899]), or markers of the taste and discernment of
those who buy them (Bourdieu 1987), yet if this were all then they would be of little
interest. It is proposed here that what can be discerned in these works is the dialectical
tensions and conflicts of our age being played out. It may be the case that these
communicative objects, in their ambiguous form and eccentric functioning, can give
an insight into the way in which we live with performative things, ideological objects
which contain in their being the protocols and disciplinary forces of the culture in
which they have appeared. Finally, then, the intention is to assess to what extent
design art can be seen as a politically radical practice that may suggest ways in which

we can assert a new relationship to the things we make and use which denies the

crushing logic of commodity culture.
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Design Art and the Everyday Life
of Performative Things

Two old tables have been used to make a base. Upon this has been placed another
table, creating a form of frame. This has then been screened around by lace curtains
and topped-off with sheets and blankets which have been braced by string guys that
extend out to be held by rocks, as one might do when camping on hard ground.
Within the chamber a mattress with a bold flower-print can be seen. It is a private,
shrouded interior. The entrance to this space is then defined by the carcass of a
wardrobe, its back removed and its doors open, allowing access to the inside, creating
a threshold. Here sits a chair with its back legs sunk into the base of the wardrobe.
The chair wavers in indeterminacy, it at once suggests the act of entering at the same
time as it seems to stand sentinel, guarding the space. What 1s this structure? Well, if
you had seen this object at Telling Tales: Fear and Fantasy in Contemporary Design
(2009) you might have examined the label to discover that it was titled Liren-
Cupboard-House and had been created by the Dutch designer Jurgen Bey (see Figure
1.1). If this was all it told, however, you might not be any the wiser.

At the entrance to the exhibition a board of text set the context for the

exhibition as a whole:

In recent years works like this have been described collectively as Design Art,
a catch-all term for objects that are somewhere between art, craft and design.
They are mostly self-initiated works — personal statements or manifestos,
made by designers as unique pieces or in limited editions. Rather like art, the
objects in this exhibition are generally traded through galleries. Yet unlike
sculpture, they retain their role as functional objects, even if their usability is
often subordinated to their symbolic or decorative value (Williams 2009)
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Figure 1.1 Jurgen Bey, Linen-Cupboard-House, 2002

So here, rather concisely, the curator of the show, Gareth Williams, situates an object
such as Bey’s Linen-Cupboard-House. 1t 1s a ‘personal statement or manifesto’ that

lays ‘somewhere between art, craft and design’ (2009). It is something which is to be

traded as though 1t were art, yet it retains its role as a functional object. This, however,
actually raises more questions than it answers. How is an object such as this operating
between art, craft and design? Is this then a new territory? Art, craft and design have

traditionally been separate, if closely related, disciplines and it may be that serving the
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interests of one is antagonistic to one or both of the others. Similarly, what does it
mean for something’s usability to be subordinated to its symbolic or decorative value
and does this then constitute a manifesto or suggestion as to how design should
operate? Indeed, if this is what the object is doing, 1s what we are looking at even
design?

In order to make it possible to address such questions this chapter therefore
lays out the theoretical methodology upon which the following discussion depends.
Consequently the intention is, through the introduction of a series of problems and
key theoretical approaches, to establish a conceptual framework which can then be

drawn upon throughout the subsequent analysis.

Communicative Objects

One thing seems certain, Bey’s creation is an object that is trying to say or signify
something beyond its mere utility. It is communicating something, in this way it can
be described as a communicative object. A few years ago work such as this would
have been easily dismissed as so much Postmodernism, a term that in its wider
cultural usage became so broad as to be almost meaningless, but which in design
retained at least some recognisable application. As a reaction to the perceived sterility
of Modernism, Postmodern design drew upon historical styles and references and
happily attempted to erase distinctions between high and low culture; 1t also relied on
techniques of exaggeration and parody as it played with hegemonic narratives of style
and class (Williams 2009; Houze 2010). Alessandro Mendini’s Proust Chair (Figure
1.2) has come to be regarded as an iconic example of the Postmodern approach. The
chair has a formal rococo structure, yet this appears to contrast with the pointillist,
painterly effect of the surface pattern. Indeed Williams suggests that Postmodern
design such as this has a direct relationship to more contemporary design art. He
argues that much of what is presented as such ‘seems to embody Postmodern
thinking’ in that it can be regarded as in some way being ironic. He states ‘Irony relies
on discordance between intention and effect... For ironic design to succeed, the
viewer must have a pre-existing notion of how to interpret a stylistic device, material
or technique, which is then subverted in the way in which it is delivered’ (2009: 24).

However, despite the truism that Postmodernism relied upon irony, it is not clear
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exactly how use-objects are meant to be ironic, beyond a rather fuzzy conception of
subversion or some form of visual or formal wit. Therefore it is necessary to ask not
only whether furniture and other use-objects can be regarded as ironic, but also why

anybody should claim this to be the case.

Figure 1.2 Alessandro Mendini, Proust Chair, wooden frame, textile upholstery 1978

Williams does note that whilst Postmodernism was concerned with the
symbolic qualities of objects, the work seldom engaged with emotion, remaining as
“cool intellectual exercises’, whilst the work of the more contemporary designers
exemplified by the work shown in 7elling Tales is described as ‘much more
emotionally hot’ and he claims that it “tackles universal psychological truths’ (2009:
24). The idea that design engages us on an emotional level has recently been
popularised by the professor of computer science and advocate of ‘Human Centred
Design’, Donald Norman (2002; 2004). However, for any critic coming from a
perspective of design history his apparent discovery that design operates at the level

of emotions is perhaps not as ground-breaking as he believes it to be. Designers such
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as Jonathan Chapman (2005) and Stuart Walker (2005; 2010) have then used the
concept of emotionally engaging design to argue that objects that are designed with
this in mind can achieve more durable forms. However, this work on design and
emotion tends to regard design as an essentially instrumental process in which 1ssues
of emotion and affect are only really of interest to the extent that they contribute to the
sustainable production and efficient functioning of the objects. Here, in a piece such
as Bey’s Linen-Cupboard-House, emotion and affective reaction appear to be
operating in a different manner. Rather than utilising emotion to allow for the better
practical functioning of the object, instead it appears to be playing upon emotion. The
affective response of the viewer/user 1s somehow being stimulated to add another
level to the object that is entangled in its functioning but 1s not intended to somehow
tmprove it in an instrumental sense.

Upon initially encountering an object such as this 1t 1s difficult to see what
type of useful object has been created. Apart from a child’s den or play-house 1t may
seem that such a structure has little utilitarian function. However, to a Dutch observer
the resonance would be immediate. The traditional Dutch bed 1s a recessed structure
which can be screened-off from the rest of the room to make use of the limited space
of the interior. This is illustrated by the tradional Dutch tale, The Courtship of Hilbert
and Japiky. When Hilbert arrives at Japiky’s house to court her (bearing a traditional
gift of gingerbread, of course), we get a flavour of what it must have been to live in

such condittons and the role the screened bed must have fulfilled.

With that, he went into the house, and there were Japiky’s mother and father
and six little brothers and sisters all in a row to stare at him. They looked him
well over, up and down, before and behind. They asked him this and that and
the other thing, and when they had made up their minds he was good enough
for Japiky, they all went off and crawled into their various holes in the wall
where they slept, leaving Hilbert and Japiky quite alone (Anon. in Beaupré
Miller 1926: 33)

An example of such a screened bed can be seen in the Maud and Miska Petersham
tllustration to the Dutch nursery rhyme The Stork seen in Figure 1.3. It is possible to
imagine if one was living in an open-plan space that the Linen-Cupboard-House could
act as a form of semi-private extra room for guests. It has also been titled Garden
House (Williams 2009), though it is doubtful how waterproof it would be, it is also

easy to see how it might function in this manner. It also has definite cultural
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resonances upon which the design is playing. This is not the meaning of Bey’s piece,
however. Knowing this does not collapse the object into explanation or didacticism.
This is not the origin of the Linen-Cupboard-House, rather it is a resonance, a
connection and an allusion which contributes to the operation of the object as it refers

to its historical descent.

Figure 1.3 Maud and Miska Petersham, illustration to 7he Stork showing a
traditional Dutch screened bed, lithograph, 1923

To such ends Bey has not simply constructed such a space from new materials,
as we might expect from a designer. Instead he has chosen to build his spare room
from found elements. This then has two effects. Because of the sort of items used, this
connects the thing that Bey has constructed to its pre-history, in that it directly draws
upon the connections and connotations implied. However, it may also be that Bey has
co-opted a methodology from art, for as Williams suggests appropriation could said to

be one of the practices that has brought artists and designers closer together in recent
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years (2006: 20). However, this does rather assume that art and design operate in the
same way, that in the transposition of this methodology from the field of art to that of
design the function remains the same. Might it not be that such an approach actually
works in a very different way when it is applied to use-objects and the things we live
with everyday?

Bey’s creation 1s also an uncanny thing. In Surrealist thought the concept of
the uncanny is derived from Freud’s concept of the ‘unheimlich’, literaily the
‘unhomely’, which exists in contrast to the ‘heimlich’, the ‘homelike’, the familiar,
the known. The word also has a double meaning, however, in that heimlich also refers
to that which is hidden, or so known that it is no longer seen (Foster 1995). The
unheimlich, or uncanny, therefore is not simply what we are not at home with, but
rather it is the return of the familiar made strange by repression. It is the moment of
recognition and alienation experienced when that which we come into contact with is
both commonplace and strange at the same time. Bey has created a house, a little
home, but the manner in which it draws upon previous styles and usages, such as the
decorative qualities of the furniture, the cabriole legs, the swags and curlicues, the
lace and the soft furnishings, suggests a return of that which has been hidden or
previously discarded, but in a fantastical form. The use of the old-fashioned elements
means that, even if we do not get particular specific cultural allusions, such as the role
of the screened bed for example, we are still aware of there being a certain historical
subtext, a sense of connection to the past. At the same time the make-shift nature of
the structure certainly suggests the fantasies of childhood, just as the form could be
reminiscent of a gypsy caravan or a funeral coach. That is, the romance of its form
means that we necessarily have an affective relationship to such a creation. As the
curator and critic Jane Alison observes, Freud noted that in some languages ‘the
uncanny can only be translated as “the haunted house” that gives rise to ghosts’ (2010:
22). So the Surrealist uncanny is the recognition of the haunted nature of reality,
haunted that is by our unconscious knowledge and desires. For the Surrealists this was
certainly about beauty and eroticism, but for them these ideas were suffused with a

darkness which was expressed in terms of the irrational residues of experience.
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The intention here, therefore, is to regard the objects under discussion as
communicative objects, in that they are things which can be understood as having
strong signifying qualities. This is not to designate them as being in contrast to other
objects which have no signifying function, as shall be demonstrated below, all
artefacts can be seen as having this effect. What is noticeable about what is here
described as design art, is that this element of the functioning of the work 1s
emphasised and amplified to an observable degree. That is, it seems to be a key factor
in the functioning of the pieces, not a supplement or add-on to a more primary
utilitarian telos or final cause. It should then be noted, however, that the intention is
not then to decode the objects and discern what the author of the work is ‘trying to
say’. Instead, the actual objects are regarded as being eloquent in and of themselves.
This therefore is not an exercise in second-guessing the motivations of the designers
or searching out their explanations of what the pieces are meant to do, 1t 1s to regard
the makers as actors in history to whom the causations, content and effects of the
work may be as opaque and difficult to discern as any other observer, no matter what
they may think, or claim, they were doing.

Many of the objects under consideration seem to have uncanny qualities. For
all that these things are often expensive status symbols for the rich they do not
generally speak of uncomplicated luxury. Often found-elements will be employed as a
raw material. This could, therefore, be regarded as having some form of ecological
purpose, in that it is the recycling of waste. Yet here objet trouvé tend not to be used
in this way at all. Instead there seems to be more of a Surrealist agenda that is
concerned with the resonances and effect of objects. If Postmodern design was
involved with the distancing effect of ironic statement and intellectual games, then it
seems that the form of design being studied here has more affecting resonances based
on the use of that which is familiar made strange through alteration of context and
Juxtaposition. It may be, therefore, that in the practices of design art it is possible to
discern the way in which objects appear in everyday life as uncanny things. In order
to do this, however, it will be necessary to consider the way in which material

artefacts can be said to communicate at all.
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Telling Tales?

The device that Williams and the curatorial team of Telling Tales used to pull the
show together was that of narrative and story telling. Though Williams happily
accepts that this could never be the last word on the subject (Williams to the author
2010), it 1s his contention in the catalogue that objects such as Bey’s ‘tell tales’, that
‘designers use objects to explore the meaning of past events and our relationship with
them by questioning or subverting traditional forms, materials, expectations and
historic values’ (2009: 9). Yet, it is not clear that objects can ‘explore meaning’ in any
systematic manner. Is this not the act of a subject rather than an object? Or, as shall be
discussed, is this not actually a quality of the relationship between subjects and the
objects?

As Williams notes, for a story to function it needs a beginning, middle and an
end, what linguists describe as ‘inaugural, transitional and terminal motifs’ (2009: 15).
Yet, is it possible for an object, or even an encounter with an object, to have an
identifiable beginning, middle and an end? Does the object’s beginning start with it
being encountered or was it when it was made, or conceived? What is its relation to
what came before it? Similarly, does an object end when it has ceased to be
encountered, or when it ceases to function, or when it is thrown away? All of this is
left unclear by Williams. However, this does not mean that the concept of narrative is
not useful, rather it suggests that it must be understood as operating beyond the idea
of the individual object narrating its story. Bey’s creation is not something that tells a
tale, as such. It is something that is implicit in a story. It is one of its components. In
the fairytale, the woodcutter’s axe does not tell the story, it animates it. As soon as we
are made aware of the presence of the axe we know what possibilities are implied. We
do not know exactly what it denotes, what path is determined, but we know what it
can mean, what connotations are suggested. We know where things could go. We

know this because we are aware of the conventions of the fairy-tale and the matenal

potentialities implicit in the form of an axe. Material narrative devices are embedded
in the broader meta-narrative of such story telling, at the same time that they have

their own physical possibilities of action and use.
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These do seem to be objects that are involved in story telling and narrative, but this
must be understood as suggesting a relationship between people and things, subjects
and objects, whereby narratives are constructed and enacted through artefacts. It is
therefore necessary to understand how material things are implicit in such structures,
how they are used by individuals to tell the story of the self; how organisations wrap
stories around objects to render them meaningful to consumers; how entire nations
weave a sense of identity from the artefacts that come to represent them; how
historians and critics pick up and use design to construct history itself. This is then to
suggest that any analysis of the way in which we ascribe meaning to the things we
encounter and use must be sensitive to the tales they are used to tell. At the same time,

as it is understood that material things animate scenarios, it is necessary to ask whom

such stories serve.

Crafted Communication

If, whilst visiting Telling Tales, you turned around you would have been faced with an
object that is equally as troubling and difficult to understand as Bey’s, but which can
be seen to operate in a very different manner. Where the Linen-Cupboard-House is a
collection of found elements, Tord Boontje’s Fig Leaf Wardrobe (2008; Figure 1.4),
produced for Meta, is a highly crafted item. The exterior structure of the piece has
been created from a multitude of hand-made enamel leaves, each painstakingly
attached to the frame of metal branches. This shell is then opened out to reveal a
fantastical interior in which a bronze tree appears to grow, silhouetted against a
background of extremely fine silk, graduating in hue from green at the bottom to a
hazy pale blue at the top. In the exhibition a single dress with a snake motif hangs
from one of the branches. To remark that this is a narrative object seems somewhat
redundant. The use of the fig-leaf motif has biblical connotations, relating as it does to
Adam and Eve and their encounter with the serpent at the tree of knowledge (as
evoked by the addition of the dress in the show). Therefore the object does not simply
tell its own tale, rather it makes allusions to history and myth that allow it to
communicate within a certain narrative matrix, which is to a large degree dependent

upon the manner of its making.
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Figure 1.4 Tord Boontje, Fig Leaf Wardrobe. bronze. enamel and silk. 2008

Though very difterent types of thing, both Bey’s spare room and Boontje’s
wardrobe operate as communicative objects, in that they hook into narratives which
exist beyond them as individual artefacts. They also share an approach to making,
even 1f at first sight they appear to be from opposing camps, that of the cobbled-
together and the highly crafted. Both can to some degree be regarded as craft objects
because they share David Pye’s quality of the ‘workmanship of risk’, whereby ‘the
quality of the result is not pre-determined, but depends upon the judgement, dexterity
and care which the maker exercises’ (1971: 7). This is therefore to posit craft as the
result of esoteric knowledge, in the application of judgement, skill in the dexterity of
the maker, and attentiveness in the form of care. These then are clearly things that
have been made by people. Paul Greenhalgh observes that ‘the etymology of craft
relates it to power. The power to control one’s own pattern of life, to resist through

the process of making and designing’ (2002: 8). This is useful because it implies that
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rather than suggesting that the task at hand is the designation of particular pieces as
craft objects, what is necessary is to examine the way in which craft can be seen as an
approach or an attitude, which is discernable in the material residues of processes that
have been applied to the making of an object, as, in this sense, as the craft theorist and
historian Glenn Adamson notes, craft can only be said to exist in motion’ (2007).
Bey’s piece speaks eloquently of a maker, the person who has selected and assembled
these elements; Boontje’s work, though not actually made by him, bears the mark of

skilled workers who have crafted by hand the artefact we encounter.

That both can actually be regarded as the product of craft does suggest that it is
necessary to ask what the role of craft is in the production of these highly wrought
communicative objects. However, in this context the really pertinent question is how
this use of craft idioms actually communicates to the putative user of such objects;
that 1s, how does the fact that the presence of the maker is apparently imbued into
such objects affect the way in which we react to and therefore use such things? This is
important not simply at the level of the individual artefact, but at the broader level of
how we relate to objects as part of a more extensive system or culture of designed
goods whereby we narrativise the things with which we live. This is therefore to
suggest that the way in which these objects communicate can actually be best
understood as a historical phenomenon, since the way in which we relate to the
making of things is clearly a shifiing historical trope dependent upon the ideological

schema of the time.

The Cultural History of Design
How then is it possible to write a history of this type of design? The following

analysis takes the form of a study in design history informed by an understanding of
material culture, not from a position of identifying good and bad design and narrating
the development of such artefacts, but as a means to examine the social life of things
and subject-object relations as features of design culture. This is specifically a cultural

history of design because, as Kjetil Fallan argues, such an approach allows for design
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to be seen as ‘any other cultural phenomenon’, in that it does not give a privileged
position to the artefacts, actors, institutions or structures studied, but regards these
elements as part of a nexus of inter-relations (2010: 49). That is to say, it is necessary
to see these objects not as discrete entities but as part of a matrix of interacting forces
which can be mapped and the interconnections examined; it is to regard such things
not as the individual creations of inspired geniuses but as part of what Fallan has
called the ‘seamless web of socio-design’(2010: 55), the filigree, four-dimensional
web of historical event and action that is actualised in the matenial.

History can be an exercise in making the facts fit the story. Or as Friedrich
Nietzsche suggests, often the historian looks back so much that ‘in the end he thinks
backwards’ (1979 [1889]: 25). That is, history can become a mechanism applied in
the search for the initial cause of a phenomenon. This he refers to as ‘ursprung’ or
origin (1887). Nietzsche’s point, as Georgio Agamben notes, was to suggest that the
search for straightforward origins can blind us to the entangled nature of the historical
phenomena we wish to study; that rather than seeking points of origin, we need to
begin to understand how forces are continually being played out in the emergence of

historical events (Agamben 2008: 87). Therefore Nietzsche contrasted this tendency
to seek for origins with the concept of ‘herkunft’, which translates as ‘descent’. This is
not a search for origin, rather it is an analysis of the way 1in which the story has come
into being. It is a plotting of events not as neat sequential steps in an inevitable
culmination in the now (as what could only ever be), but as disparate contingencies,
only some of which have been realised and the effects of which can only ever be
partially known. As Michel Foucault notes in his analysis of Nietzsche, history can be
practiced as a form of genealogy, the intention of which is to ‘maintain passing events
in their proper dispersion,; it is to identify the accidents, the minute deviations — or
conversely, the complete reversals — the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty
calculations that gave birth to those things that continue to exist and have value for us’
(Foucault 1977: 146). Therefore the intention is not to construct a unified and
totalized history of the existence of the objects considered, but to understand the
dialectical tensions which have allowed them to come into being.

In neo-liberal consumer culture we inhabit a very smooth world. The things
we live with appear complete. It is the culture of the black-box where things cannot be
mended. Similarly through narrative devices and a certain form of presentation,

history is also made to appear smooth. This is therefore, in Louis Althusser’s terms ,
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an ideological reproduction of the conditions of production, it is the historicisation of
1deological structures that renders them apparently inevitable (1993 [1970]). At every
point in an object’s life it could have become something else. Every thing exists as the
result of all of its contingencies. These realised possibilities can then be traced. By
mapping the decisions made as evidenced in the artefacts and identifying the forces
acting upon the actors we can begin to see the structuring principles and protocols at
play in the material ideology of our culture. This is then to map the descent of things.
As Foucault notes: ‘The search for descent is not the erecting of foundations: on the
contrary, it disturbs what was previously considered immobile; it fragments what was
thought unified; it shows the heterogeneity of what was imagined consistent with
itself® (1977: 147). In the tracing of the descent of design art from the early 1990s to
the present what becomes clear is how such a phenomenon does not represent a break
with the concerns of the past, such as the functional nature of furniture or the way In
which we relate to designed objects, rather it demonstrates how such problems have
persisted throughout the history of modernity and continue to have resonance today.
What it does demonstrate, however, is that the way in which these concerns manifest

in different ways depending upon the contingencies of history.

Therefore any account of the appearance of design art cannot be a simple recounting
of the tale, but must needs be a mapping of the myriad interconnections and
relationships that have allowed such a phenomenon to occur. This tracing of the
descent of design art will then make it possible to see how certain usages and
practices, such as the use of found objects and the creation of disturbing or unsettling

things, have been employed in relation to their cultural and historical context.

Droog Design

If one had to choose a point of origin for the phenomenon that has come to be called
design art, a very attractive moment would be the first exhibition presented by the
Dutch organisation, Droog Design, at the Milan Furniture Fair (Salone del Mobile) in

April of 1993. Droog was established by the historian and critic Renny Ramakers and
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the designer and educator, Gijs Bakker. At this point Ramakers was one of the most
important and well known design commentators in the Netherlands. Since the late
1980s, as part of her job with the Stichting Industrieel Ontwerpen Nederland (10N)
foundation - a Rotterdam based organisation established in 1984, the aim of which
was to improve industrial design in the Netherlands, provide education and promote
the practice of design more generally - Ramakers had been searching for work by
young designers that could be promoted as the new cutting-edge of practice in the
field. Bakker and his partner Emmy van Leersum had been central to the Dutch and
German studio jewellery movement of the 1970s and in the 1980s his activities had
broadened out to include furniture and product design, making him a leading figure in
the Dutch design world at the time (Adamson 2007: 33).

At the Salone in 1993, Droog presented a range of furniture and utilitarian
domestic objects, which included ‘A bundle of second-hand drawers, a chair made of
rags, piled up lamp shades, a coffee maker in which bicycle lamps were mounted, a
bookcase made of paper’ (Ramakers 2004: 4). Reviewing the show the French
newspaper Libération suggested that the ‘unknowns’ responsible for Droog should be
‘given a medal for spiritual savoir vivre’ saying that ‘They tell the most improbable of
stories. Fairytales without fairies. Fleeting. They are brilliant in that they arouse the
desire to revivify the quotidian in life. Design for them is not a question of taste but an
ongoing issue. That makes you feel better. The way a stroll through the flea market
does’ (in Ramakers & Bakker 1998: 92). This then illustrates how Droog was initially
received as somehow breaking the mould of how design was being presented at this
time.,

Jan Koning and Jurgen Bey'’s Folding Bookcase of 1991 (Figure 1.5) was one
of the first things selected to be shown as a Droog product and it demonstrates the
combination of technique and approach that typifies the organisation’s early work.
The piece has been made from long lathes of plywood that have been bolted together
at the top to create a sprung effect. The shelves have then been formed from paper,
which means that the bookcase can expand and contract, depending upon how many
books are placed on it. The use of materials is inventive. The effect of the object’s
functioning is pleasing and a little surprising — here is an object that does something
as 1t functions. As shall be demonstrated in the following chapters, this and the other
furniture and products presented by Droog at this time are things which certainly do

function, they are undoubtedly use-objects, yet they also seem to be appealing the
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emotions and stimulating affective responses in a way that pushes them to be more
than simply functional. In this way they seem to be pushing the boundaries of what 1s
regarded as function. As shall become clear, this is then a tendency that can be
discerned in much of the more contemporary work being considered. It may then be
that through studying such an effect it becomes possible to understand better the

ideological nature and functioning of furniture in general.
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Figure 1.5 Jan Konings & Jurgen Bey,
Folding Bookcase, Plywood and craft paper,
1991

The arrival of Droog on the scene therefore provides an attractive point of
origin in constructing the history of functional items that seem to have a narrative and
emotional charge. However, this moment must actually be seen as a transitional phase
in the descent of design art. For, as shall be demonstrated in the subsequent discussion,
Droog has a pre-history that informed the way in which this organisation operated, as
did the approaches adopted by the designers who worked under its banner. The
charting of the development and influence of Droog then offers a way of
demonstrating how such practices and the assumptions upon which they are based
change over time. The appearance of Droog and its subsequent development does not

then function as the origin of design art. Rather it marks a key moment of transition in

Its emergence.
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In studying the history of Droog Design any scholar of the field is presented
with a problem, in that most of the material available has been produced under the
aegis of Droog itself. In this regard it does seem remarkable that the organisation has
effectively written its own history for so long. Consequently the 1998 Droog
publication Droog Design: Spirit of the Nineties (1998), and Ramakers’s contribution
to it in particular, is examined, not as a neutral source but as a tendentious statement
which can be interrogated in an effort to see what assumptions underpinned the Droog
project. One exception to this domination by the organisation of their own story 1s the
recent article in The Journal of Modern Craft. ‘So-Called Craft; The Formative Years
of Droog 1992-1998’ (2010), by the Dutch design historian and theorist, Timo de Rijk.
He knows personally many of the protagonists and has therefore had privileged access,
whilst retaining an invaluable critical distance. This means he has been able to retell
the Droog story from a different perspective. As this is one of the few counter-
analyses of the phenomenon available it has offered a useful fulecrum on which pivot
the often polemic statements of Ramakers and those closer to Droog, such as the
curator of design at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) in New York, Paolo
Antonelli (1998), and the director of the Netherlands Architectural Institute, Aaron
Betsky (2004a; 2006), both of whom have written for Droog publications and seem to
have firmly bought into Ramakers’s version of events.

The history of Droog therefore runs through the development of the design
considered 1n this research and offers a useful way, in the first part of this study, to
map the way in which design as a practice metamorphosised as the historical context
changed. As Adamson observes, the early output of Droog in the 1990s can be seen as
relatively unified project based upon allusions to craft processes and an inventive use
of materials (2007: 35). By the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century
Bakker had left in unexplained circumstances and its range of products had descended,
in Adamson’s words, into a collection of ‘disparate one-liners’ (ibid) that were being
offered to the market through a store on the Las Vegas Strip. This then presents a
trajectory that seems difficult to resist in charting the descent of design art as a whole.
Droog’s longevity also means that it has endured through the informational revolution
of the advent of mass internet use and the expansion of the channels of
communication. It is therefore available as a mechanism for gauging the effect of such
a transition on the way in which design can be made, mediated and consumed in such

circumstances.
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The intention, therefore, is to place Droog in the overarching descent of design art as
an examination of the development of a tendency that regards the making of use-
objects not simply as the engineering of tools, but as things to live with in a broader
sense. This is then to begin to see the making of functional objects as being concerned
not only with efficiency but a wider understanding of what it means to use such things,
thus allowing for an examination of what constitutes the boundaries of function as a
concept. Such a position of course makes the assumption that what we are dealing
with here are actually functional objects and not simply pieces of art that have been
gtven the titles of utilitarian things, such as a spare-room or a wardrobe, for example.
It 1s necessary, therefore, to pause for a moment and consider whether these can be

called functional things at all.

Functional-ism

Modernist design was predicated upon a version of functionalism that gave primacy to
the expression of function in a utilitarian sense (Marcus 1995). This thesis seeks to
demonstrate that function is actually a much more complicated problem than this, that
Modernism itself produced highly symbolic and communicative objects and that far
from representing a Postmodern break with the past, objects such as those made under
the Droog name or Bey’s and Boontje’s later work can be understood to be concerned
with problems and approaches that grew out of Modernism.

For an object to be designated as representing design to some degree 1t must
be making a claim to function. In the early part of the century the debate about the
nature of the role of function was at the heart of the search for an ethics of design, and
throughout the twentieth century this issue was a central concern of Modernist
thought and practice (Thackara 1988; Heskett 2002; Siu 2003; Sudjic 2008). In such a
context, the principal ‘form follows function’ appears to suggest that the form of an
object should be dictated by its purpose, what it is meant to do: that form should be

derived from function. It is worth considering, however, the origin of this famous
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Modernist dictum. In the architect Louis Sullivan’s 1896 essay ‘The Tall Office
Building Artistically Considered’ he stated that

It 1s the pervading law of all things organic and inorganic, of all things
physical and metaphysical, of all things human and all things superhuman, of
all true manifestations of the head, of the heart, of the soul, that the life 1s
recognizable in its expression, that form ever follows function. This is the law.

(Sullivan 1896).

Here 1n Sullivan’s original ‘law’ this actually seems more of an observation than a
suggestion. He appears to be arguing that form cannot help but spring from function,
rather than suggesting that utilitarian function is primary and form should be used to
express this.

In his influential polemic Ornament and Crime, first published in 1908, Adolf
Loos argued that ‘the evolution of culture is synonymous with the removal of
ornament from utilitarian objects’ (Loos 1908). This was therefore to introduce a
moral imperative to aesthetics and the styling of objects as to their functionality; that
the removal of ornament to emphasise the functional nature of design was to
somehow become more civilised, that an ascetic lack of ornament or adornment was
more morally sound. It is far from clear, however, that Loos’s proposition flows from
Sullivan’s. The latter is suggesting that what something is for, its purpose, what it
does, will dictate its form. Loos, however, went further to argue that objects should
express their function to the exclusion of all else, because this will necessarily mean
that the removal of all ornament or extraneous form will guarantee that what is left is
only functional in a practical sense, and therefore better.

In Figure 1.6, Marcel Breuer sits in his 1925 Model B3 chair, later to become
known as the Wassily chair. Taking the essential structure of an easy-chair, it is as
though the mass of Victorian upholstery has been hollowed-out to leave simply
volume delineated by line. It is spare and economical. The metal gleams, the linear
tensions of the struts beat out mechanical rhythms against each other as the light plays
upon them. The webbing is tight. The angles are correct and the proportions satisfying.
It appears to subtract all that is not absolutely necessary for the act of sitting, to the
extent that the sitter appears to almost float in the space an armchair usually takes up.
This can to some extent be discerned from a photograph, but the effect is much more
striking when the chair is physically present in a room. It is a large thing, its footprint

being the same as that of a traditional armchair, but its construction means that it
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Figure 1.6 Marcel Breuer sitting in the Model B3 (Wassily)
chair, tubular steel and canvas webbing, circa 1926

seems to fill up no space at all. It appears to be an efficient tool for sitting at the same
time that it is a coolly elegant piece of furniture.

This was one of the first products to emerge from the Dessau Bauhaus and it
played a part in establishing the school’s reputation as an institution pioneering a
functionalist approach to design. One of the earliest designs to exploit the qualities of
tubular steel, it is said that Breuer took inspiration from observing the construction of
his Adler bicycle (Czerwinski 2009; Massey 2011). This was arguably because the
bicycle, particularly at this time, would have exemplified a machine which

represented an almost perfect marriage of form and function: there is nothing there

that does not need to be there for the efficient functioning of the machine, at the same
time that what is there is absolutely honest as to what it is made from and what it does
(Penn 2010). It can be argued that this is exactly what Breuer tried to achieve in the

53. He could easily have clad the frame in fabric to achieve a more conventional

looking chair. Instead the intention has been to create an object which not only
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provides the optimum requirements for sitting (a machine or tool for sitting, so to

speak) but which also then crucially expresses this function by emphasising how this

has been achieved technically and materially.

Functionalism, therefore, was as much about telling a story about the nature and value
of function as it was a technical working out of material expediency and engineering
logic. It was a setting of what constituted the boundaries of function as a concept.
Despite it being an icon of apparently functional design, an object such as Beuer’s B3
can also be demonstrated to be something that had as one of its central purposes the
communication of this very functionality. In this way the functionalist objects of
Modernism, such as the B3, can be seen to be as much concerned with communicating
something as they were with being tools for living. Therefore it must be asked what
relation contemporary design art furniture and domestic products have to function
within such a legacy, whereby function is characterised as being concerned with much

more than a simplistic solution of straightforward engineering problems.

The Social Rhetoric of Function

The form of the B3 has to a large degree been determined by the material qualities of
tubular steel and the technical capacities of the equipment used to bend it at the time
of making. It is clear from Breuer’s posture (as it is from actually sitting in it) that
questions of ergonomics and sitting position have been considered, as have issues
pertaining to the manufacture and mass production of the project. Breuer’s decision to
effectively leave the mechanism exposed, to show how the chair is formed and held
together, however, is as much based on aesthetic considerations as it is any practical
problems associated with the physical act of sitting. The newness of the materials
from which it is manufactured and the stark aesthetic adopted were intended just as
much to symbolise and express a modernist faith in the machine future - as a place
where people would live, use furniture, sit down - as for any utilitarian reasons. As a
sitting device this chair was no more effective or functional than the upholstered

version it was meant to replace. Yes, it was meant to be easier and cheaper to mass-
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produce, but at this point it was still very much a prototype that had been hand-made
(Massey 2011). In this way then, it operated as much as a suggestion or a proposal as
to how furniture might be in a truly modern world as it did as any practical solution to
a problem.

This was a theme which ran through the development of Modernist design:
that to be functional an object had to express its function first and foremost, that to
emphasise any other element of the role of a piece of design (to signify status or act as
decoration, for example) was to betray the essentially functional nature of an object.
In this way Modernist functionalism made a claim to be concerned with the logic and
grammar of design, but this was at the cost of denying its rhetorical nature, even as
they employed it in the name of efficiency. This appeal to function as a symbolic
quality of the object based on forms which were perceived to embody the spirit of the
machine could therefore be described as functional-ism, an essentially romantic belief
in the moral superiority of functional objects — or perhaps more accurately those
which displayed a functional aesthetic.

We do not need a chair, table or sideboard in an absolute sense, rather we use
one because it fits in with a certain manner of living. In this instance the goal of
Breuer’s chair is not simply to facilitate sitting, it is to allow the sitter to both sit and
feel themselves to be doing so on a chair that does nothing but speak of function. As
George Marcus has discussed, functionalism was actually as much about aesthetics
and symbolism as it was concerned with the practical functioning of designed objects
(1995: 9-16). This is therefore the provisioning of functionalism as a creed with the
tools for achieving a certain sort of life.

Thus the modernist approach to functionalism was as much a poetic approach
to how the world should appear in the symbolising of a new life with new values, as it
was a practical attempt to realise a functioning and functional utopia. In this way
function, as it is manifest in Modernist design practice, is essentially an idea or
defining myth. Therefore the final cause or central teleos of Modernism, as
exemplified by a design such as Breuer’s B3, was not function as the basic satisfaction
of utilitarian need with regard to the individual thing, but rather this was superseded
by the overarching purpose of the object. The final cause, the teleological goal, of
Breuer’s chair is not sitting as function but Modernism as myth: the creation of a
milteu that both looks and feels modern. Or what Jean Baudrillard describes as ‘the

functionalist myth’, the vision of the possibility of a completely functional world
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(2005: 60). This is therefore to suggest that the purpose of Modernist design was
ultimately the construction of a uniquely modern subjectivity; that ideas such as
functionalism were above all facilitators in the pursuit of this end.

Furniture does not simply fulfil prosaic practical requirements, it also makes
us feel things. As Edward Lucie-Smith argues, the practical functions of furniture are
comparatively few and ‘Furniture is the servant of fantasy just as much asitis a
response to practical everyday needs’. He then goes on to note that the domestic
interior as a whole often acts ‘as scenery for a play which we make up as we go
along’ with the furniture acting ‘as components in a constantly shifting and
capriciously altered three dimensional collage’ (Lucie-Smith 1995: 11). Therefore, as
John Heskett argues, a broader definition is needed, one which acknowledges that the
meaning of an object is as much a part of its function as its prosaic material purpose
or use-value. He suggests that, ‘In place of dogmatic assertions that limit
consideration of what form is considered permissible, a more inclusive definition of
function is needed, which can be opened up by breaking the concept of function into a
twofold division: the key concepts of utility and significance’ (Heskett 2002: 39).
Function must be understood as referring to much more than the simple utilitarian
action of an object working, but must be seen in its wider cultural context, as it refers

to the totality of what we believe something is for and what it can do.

So, given that even the apparently ascetic functionalism of Modernism can be
described as the provisioning of goods to facilitate fantasy, one question that must be
addressed is, through their utility and significance what fantasies can design art
furniture be said to serve? It seems clear that the desire of the rich for exclusivity is
one, but in the content of many of the pieces it does seem that a darker presence can
be discerned. If these are highly communicative objects, and this is an element of their
functioning, what can design art tell us about what it means to use the objects that

surround us?
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Everyday Life and Performative Things

It 1s 1in the routines and rituals of the hardly-noticed that much of existence 1s
constituted. Even significant and life-changing moments take place in the landscape
of the mundane: what has come to be termed the everyday. Ben Highmore describes
the everyday as ‘the landscape closest to us, the world most immediately met’ which
1s constituted by ‘those most repeated actions, those most travelled journeys, those
most inhabited spaces that make up, literally the day to day’ (Highmore 2002: 1). In
this way things appear to recede into the fabric of life. Underlying the philosophy of
Modernism there has often been an implicit suggestion that good design should do
this: that it should essentially be invisible, that is should be expressed simply as
function, that it should be instrumental (Marcus 1995). Beneath this trope of
functionalism, therefore, is the proposition that the things we use in everyday life
must primarily be efficient, that first and foremost good design should be based on
clarity, effectiveness and fitness for purpose (Matthews et al 2008). Yet, such an
instrumental approach to the nature and value of design can be said to disregard the
opposite feature of everyday life identified by Highmore: its marvellous character. As
he notes, ‘to see everyday modernity as boring or relentlessly routinized is to capture
only one side of its general articulation’. This would then be to miss the way in which
the everyday can be also be seen as strange and mysterious (2002: 12). The everyday
1s therefore both mundane and marvellous, tedious and extraordinary, and the
‘everyday offers itself up as a problem, a contradiction, a paradox: both ordinary and
extraordinary, self-evident and opaque, known and unknown, obvious and enigmatic’
(1b1d); this is therefore to identify a dialectical tension at the heart of everyday life,
which is the setting in which most of life is played out.

Given that we inhabit it, we often do not notice the structures and protocols of
everyday life. Yet it can be argued that it is through the materiality of the way we live
that the possibilities of action are established. In the 1980s the French philosopher
Michel de Certeau elaborated an approach to the problem of everyday life which does
not accept that producers or those in power actually have total control. Instead he
suggests that there can be seen to be a distinction between “strategies’ and “tactics’.
Strategies, he argues are the calculation of power relationships which become possible
once an agent (such as a business, a city, a scientific institution and the like) with will

and power can be identified. This then represents the macro-level of rules and
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institutional control. Within this, however, the weak who are subject to these rules and
regulations, the action of strategy, can adopt tactics which allow them to live with
some degree of autonomy within the architecture of strategy (1988). This in some
ways seems an attractive reading, and such an analysis helps to explain how design art
practitioners operate. However, as John Roberts notes, such an approach that stresses
‘creative consumption’ does rather sideline the importance of ideological reproduction
and control in the everyday (2006: 3). It seems to accept that consumption as a way of
life is all there is and any resistance can only take place on the level of the small-scale
subversion or tactical intervention. It is useful, however, in that it establishes this
relationship between the large-scale structures of power and the possibilities of action
that are available within them.

It can be argued that the objects we live with in the everyday have a profound
effect in structuring our sense of our selves. As Althusser stated in his analysis of the
action of ideological reproduction of the conditions of production, ‘an ideology
always exists in an apparatus, and its practice or practices. This existence is material’
(1993 [1970]: 40). That is, 1t 1s through the material world that we are constituted as
particular subjectivities. This is then achieved through the act of interpellation,
whereby ideology functions in such a way that it recruits subjects among individuals
(and as Althusser notes, it recruits them all) by the act of hailing: his famous ‘Hey,
you there!” cried by the police officer, where the guilty response acts to constitute the
subject. What then if we are actually interpellated by the furniture and furnishings we
live with? What if the things we live with in the everyday can be said to be
performative?

Here the term performative is derived from the linguistic designation, whereby
it refers to a statement which does not simply describe the world but actually affects it;
it is a speech act which performs a function, such as when a judge pronounces
sentence on a convict, or a priest declares ‘I now pronounce you man and wife’
(Austin 1976). As Jacques Derrida states, a performative utterance does not refer to
something that exists outside of language. Rather it transforms a situation and actually
creates an effect through its operation (1988). It is a statement that does not describe
but actually enacts. Judith Butler transferred this concept from the linguistic to the
social realm by noting how a cultural construct such as gender does not exist as fixed
given we adopt, but rather it is a role that is continually performed and thus generated

through iteration (Butler 1990; 1997). The proposition, therefore, is that the concept
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of performativity can then be applied to the study of material culture and design
history (Taylor 2010a).

Everyday life can be said to be the spatial and temporal site in which existence takes
place. It is the term used to describe the conditions of life as it is lived which can be
understood as essentially material in character. This can then be regarded as an
ideological apparatus, in that the physical things we live with allow, or disallow, make
expedient, or cause to be difficult, the performance of actions and expressions that
constitute living. On a macro level the action of power can be demonstrated to exert
strategic control. Mass-production, for example, makes available to us an avalanche
of cheap furniture. In such a circumstance why would anybody then attempt to make
their own? However, individuals, within such structures can adopt tactical positions
that allow them to survive on their own terms. Therefore despite the existence of lkea
a designer may find a way to make what they wish by side-stepping the economy
dominated by the large corporation.

If, then, we can be said to live with performative things, if all furniture and
domestic products can be regarded as ideological, not simply in their references but in
their action, through their effect as they function, in their functioning, so to speak,
given that design art is an approach that tends to ramp up the communicative and
affective qualities of objects, can this then tell us anything about the way in which we
are interpellated by the material things with which we live? Similarly, in the practices
of those who are making things on a small scale and outside of the dictates of the
dominant power structure, can anything be learnt about the potential for resisting such

forces?

The Revolution in Everyday Life
If everyday life is ideologically constructed then it is at this level that any resistance to

the action of power must take place. In the 1960s, Guy Debord argued that the first
stage of the financial economy coming to dominate social life was a process whereby

‘being had become having’. This he then contended had culminated in a ‘shift from
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having to appearing’ whereby all ownership, all use, must derive its logic and
ultimate purpose from appearances (2009 [1967]: 28). He thus concludes that this had
culminated in an all encompassing spectacle, which had become ‘the ruling order’s
non-stop discourse about itself® (2009 [1967]: 29). This discourse is, however, not
only manifest on the level of visual spectacle, it is also a very material experience, and
for the Situationists this represented a profoundly alienating experience. One which 1t
is unlikely they would have believed could be mitigated by the adoption of tactics in
response to the weight of the spectacle which endlessly reproduces the ideology of
power.

Debord’s position is one that emphasises that the struggle with the all-
encompassing nature of the spectacle actually takes place in the arena of the everyday.
However, if Debord’s conceptualisation of the everyday as dominated by spectacular
experience appears somewhat insubstantial, the Marxist thought upon which it is
predicated was resolutely maternalist in its concentration on the effects of living in a
commodity culture. In Marx’s terms the things we live with can be regarded as
commodities because they have both use-value, what they are for in a practical sense,
and exchange-value, what they can be exchanged for in monetary terms (1979 [1867]:
162). In the logic of the market everything has value in relation to money, in that all
things in a capitalist system can be exchanged for money as an abstract representation
of something’s worth. This means that, from a Marxist perspective, there is a definite
equivalence to all commodities, in that they can be exchanged for money, no matter
what their putative use-value (Marx 1979 [1867)).

For Marx this value is then derived from the human labour exerted in the
production of commodities. He suggests that because of the ultimate exchangeability
of all commodities for money, the real source of their value, human labour, is
obscured and cannot be seen. Therefore value is perceived in its fantastic form as a
relation between things rather than people. This is then to apprehend the world of
objects as essentially alienated: as the result of forces which are not human and
changeable but somehow external, natural and intrinsic to the world of things rather
than human action (1979 [1867]). This is therefore to create a fetish out of the
commodity. As Don Slater observes Marx, in using the term fetish, draws from
Ludwig Feuerbach and Emile Durkheim who discuss the way in which religion
projects or externalises human powers and social values onto an independent God or

totem, thus meaning that the object world is endowed with a certain power (Slater
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1997). This therefore not only points to the way in which a culture based in the
exchange of commodities confers a certain latency to the object; it also, through the
employment of a word associated with ‘primitive’ religion, suggests a certain
mysticism is involved in the subject’s relation to the things they encounter in a
commodity system.

In order to understand the everyday more fully, however, it is necessary to
look to the way in which this concept was conceptualised in the wake of the upheaval
of the Russian revolution for, as Roberts observes, the detailed theoretical elaboration
this category underwent at this time ‘largely shapes the content of the concept through
the twentieth century, pulling other uses of the “everyday” towards it’ (2006: 20).
Georg Lukécs, for example, argued that the commodity structure that Marx
interrogated in such detail in the first chapter of Capital, Vol 1 wholly permeates
soclety, not just in terms of economics but in the very fabric of everyday action and
thought. The commodity, he argued, is the ‘central structural problem of capitalist
society in all its aspects’ being the ‘model of all objective forms of bourgeois society,
together with all the subjective forms corresponding to them’ (1974 [1923]: 83).
Therefore from this perspective, as Susan Buck-Morss argues, in the same way that
commodities in the arena of production took on a reified form and became fetishes
that then appeared to be separate from the social processes of their creation, so any
reified conception of the object as an unchanging given can be said to obscure the
soctohistorical processes which had allowed it to come into being (1979: 2). To
counter the ruthless quantification of life through the action the commodity form,
Lukacs argues that it is necessary to understand how we relate to quality, as he
suggests that ‘all the subjective and objective phenomena in the societies concerned
are objectified in qualitatively different ways’ (1974: 84). This must then be resolved
through an understanding of the way in which both the object and the subject are
constituted in a culture where the commodity is the universal structuring principle. As
Stuart Sim notes, Lukdacs believed that art as an autonomous category, located
between the individual experience (the here-and-now) and the universal (the essential)
could act to reveal the structural workings of a culture. Not simply through an
understanding of the intentions of the artist, but through the sub-texts that cannot help
but be coded into the work in its creation (Sim 1994: 29). This therefore means that a

study of design art cannot help but be a study of the operation of the commodity form.

%
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Design art exists as a spectacular form of design that inevitably reproduces the
material ideology of power. If, through the action of an all pervading commodity
culture existence appears reified, whereby relations between people take on the
character of a relation between things, then at the heart of such a discussion must be
the 1ssue of how subjects and objects interrelate. It may then be that in the florid
creations of design art that the action of ideology can both be charted through the
work, at the same time as it is possible to see attempts to baffle or redirect such

protocols to allow new subjectivities to flourish.

Novi Byt

It 1s very difficult to escape the way in which the commodity form shapes the nature
of our society and the material experience of the everyday. For the Constructivist
thinker, Boris Arvatov, the phenomenon of the everyday arose as a result of the
development of capitalist modes of production and the concomitant tendency for
individuals to consume things that are primarily characterised as commodities. For
him, writing as he was in the early twentieth-century, this shift from an economy
whereby production was centred upon the home to a culture which depended upon the
products of industrial production was crucial, because in such a situation the
consumer no longer has ‘direct physical contact with the production of matenal
values’ which means that subjects tend to only have contact with the forms that things
take in the sphere of consumption (Arvatov 1997 [1925]: 120).

For the Constructivists their revolution was to be made manifest through what
was termed novi byt — the new everyday life. In his essay, Everyday Life and the
Culture of the Thing, Arvatov argues that material forms of culture represent an
¢ssentially conservative force known as the everyday (by7). Thus understanding the
tendencies of material byt meant being able to intervene in them to effect change

(1997 [1925]: 120). It was therefore a study of things and their operative capacities

which was to be at the root of any revolution in everyday life. This was because:

The commodity nature of bourgeois material byt constitutes the fundamental
basis for its relation to the thing. The thing as an a-material category, as a
category, as pure consumption, the thing outside its creative genesis, outside
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its material dynamics, outside its social processes of production, the thing as
something completed, fixed, static and, consequently, dead — this is what
characterises bourgeois material culture. (Arvatov 1997 [1925]: 121)

Therefore Arvatov was proposing that the social and cultural narratives of consumer-
capitalist byt serve to shape the physical form of the things with which we live.

The products of consumer capitalism, which have come to dominate our lives ever
more since Arvatov undertook his analysis, tend to come to us as apparently
completed and fixed in their function. This i§ therefore a political economy of design
whereby the user is conceptualised as a perfect consumer of the completed product.
This was a theme picked up by Theodore Adomo and Max Horkheimer in their
analysis of mass-culture and the effects of mass-production. However, 1n their hands
the consumer is rather reduced to a dupe of the system, passively taking in the culture
manufactured for them (1979 [1947]). For Arvatov this analysis of material culture
was intended to be a more practical intervention which would actually begin to equip
subjects with a way to resist the deleterious effects of bourgeois by,

Given that the structure of commodity exchange can be demonstrated to be a
fundamental ordering principle of consumer culture, how is the relationship between
the subject and the object constituted in this process? In Cartesian terms the world can
be divided into subjects, which are regarded as pure reason or consciousness, and
objects, which are defined as external to the subject and constituted as matter, which
1s devoid of reason or mind. In this way the material world is declared to be a
mechanism separate from Descartes’ Cogito, mind or self; it 1s disenchanted and
deemed to be a field of knowledge that can be mastered by human reason in the form
of science; understanding of the material therefore becomes a question of
epistemology. However, as Slater notes, such a vision of the world is profoundly
alienating because ‘If the world has become pure object to human subjects, how can
they ever be at home in it?’ (1997: 102). Slater’s response is to observe, drawing from
Hegel, that ‘the relation between subject and object is in reality dialectical and
interrelated, not external and mechanical. It is a relationship of mutual constitution of
subject by object and object by subject’ (1997: 102-3). This was at the basis of
Arvatov’s analysis and it suggests a way in which our relationship to objects can be
reconceptualised. Not as the fixed relation between a discoverable authentic self and
an external world of objects, but as a dynamic relationship whereby subjects and

objects generate each other in their reciprocal action.
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Living in a world that appears complete, where all we are asked to do 1s be consumers,
seems to limit the possibilities of action to almost nil. Arvatov argued that the
realisation that the very materiality of life, by?, is acting upon us opens up this space

as one of radical action, in that changing the everyday is to alter subjectivity.
Examining the extent to which design art furniture and domestic products develop the
possibilities of incompleteness then gives us a way of understanding how such an
approach to design may be fruitful, beyond simply creating baubles for the rich, in

that it can render visible the subject/object dialectic that can be said to underlie our

relationship to all material things in a commodity culture.

The Material and the Metaphysical

We open on a deserted beach. Gentle breakers in the distance stutter in to the shore
with the almost comical action of time-lapse photography. A young man walks into
shot. He digs a hole in the sand and lowers something into it. He then covers this with
a board. With a spade he ramps-up sand into a low, flat heap which he then smoothes
off. With a series of tools he begins to work on this mound. Objects are carefully
pushed down into it and pulled out again. Others are scored across its surface. Lines
are etched out and indentations made. Upon returning to the original pit, the cover is
taken off and a pan lifted from the stove it contains. The lid is removed and the quick-
silver metal, in all its strange molten glory, is poured into the mould. We watch as he
keeps returning to check if it has cooled. Always too early, always the impatience of
waiting for the process to take place. Finally he judges it ready and begins to scrape
away the sand. The form of a three-legged pewter stool is revealed. Looked over and
washed down, it is placed on the ground.

This is the video of the young British designer, Max Lamb, making his Pewfer
Stool on Caerhays beach in Cornwall in 2006 (Figures 1.7 & 1.8). As arecord of a
designer-maker at work it provides an insight into Lamb’s working methods and
concerns. The use of pewter in the old tin-mining location of Cornwall is an obvious

indicator of an interest in materials and their wider cultural resonances. The way in
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Figure 1.7 Max Lamb, filming the making of the Pewter Stool, Caerhays beach, Cornwall, 2006

which the act of making has been turned into a performance suggests a desire to
explore craft and the qualities of performance which can be found in such processes.
However, for all we can read into the video as text, it 1s not as interesting as the
apparent process in which it 1s embedded. Because, it seems, the over-arching
question that a video such as this suggests is - what are we looking at here? Where
does the designer’s practice lie? Is it in the making of the object, the conception of the
form it was to take and the process necessary to create it combined with the actual
crafting? Is it in the production of an artefact which exists as a trace of the process; or

the creation of one which bears the indexical marks of the method of its manufacture?
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Or finally is it in the mediation of the creative act through recording and uploading of
the visual documentation? Until very recently, when Lamb updated and simplified his
website, this footage was available through Lamb’s own site and it can still be seen on
YouTube. It 1s clear then that he wanted to project this as an aspect of what he does,
yet this 1s not a special case. It is what always happens as design enters the media.
What was material becomes mediated. All that is solid melts into air (Marx 1848). So,
the answer 1s that Lamb’s practice exists as an interrelationship between
conceptualisation, making, selling, consumption and mediation. Buf not in that order.
Rather a recording such as this demonstrates how the designer has come to inhabit the
media, that the material thing has become part of the wider web, as has the agency of

1its maker.
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Figure 1.8 Max Lamb, making the Pewter Stool, Caerhays beach. Cornwall, 2006

Any attempt to understand our present relationship to objects must be able to
account for the way in which they now appear in the media. Lash and Lury argue that
any method that attempts to follow cultural objects needs to presume, in Appadurai’s
terms, the existence of something like a mediascape or media environment (Lash &
Lury 2007: 28), in that there can be said to be no separation between users and

producers but both roles can be seen as taking part in the circulation and
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dissemination of information and artefacts through a distributed network of
connections that is constituted by the flows of culture.

For Lash this is to move from a concentration on the physical, the mechanistic
world of objects ‘out there’, the extensive world of materiality, to what he describes
as the metaphysical, the intensive world of things in themselves as they are
experienced. In this discussion of what he terms ‘Intensive Capitalism’ Lash refers to
the sociologist of science, Bruno Latour, and his call for sociologists to dare to be
metaphysical. This is then based on Latour’s suggestion that throughout modernity the
separation between subject and object has been a useful myth, in that we have never
really been separate from objects but exist essentially as quasi-objects and quasi-
subjects (Latour 1993; Lash 2006, 2010). This can therefore be seen as proposing a
metaphysical understanding of subject/object relations as a normative position,
whereby it represents a relation that has always been there but has been obscured.
Lash rejects this stance and argues instead from a position of social change, to suggest
that if in Marx’s day we were primarily physical, in that capitalism and the dominant
forms of our culture were essentially about marshalling material resources, then in a
world of the knowledge economy and an unprecedented capacity to reproduce both
things and their representation we are increasingly metaphysical.

This can therefore be characterised as a question of ontology. As Lash
suggests, ‘The problem is that ontology is not a doctrine of reality but a question of
being. “Realism” speaks of knowledge of reality as comprised of actual things or
beings that we encounter. Ontology looks beyond the actual beings or things we
encounter to the deing of those things, to the deing of those beings’ (2010: 8).
Therefore Lash posits the task as one of developing an intensive knowledge of the
world we encounter: where the observer is not a disinterested outsider but very much

part of the action, a singularity amongst singularities. As he notes

Ontology is at the heart of intensive knowledge and intensive culture. So we
want to make a first analytic distinction in terms of what is not ontological.
Here... any doctrine of knowledge in which an observer who is separated from
the world of things that she studies and understands those things in terms of
our world and our categories, is epistemological. Intensive knowledge, in
which the observer is placed in the world with the things or beings that she

studies, in terms of their own world, and through their own categories, 1s
ontological (Lash 2010: 8).
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Therefore, the intention in this discussion is not simply to give an epistemological
account of the furniture and products being studied. Rather it 1s to attempt to
understand the things under consideration as singularities through their own
categories. This is why it 1s important to consider the content of what 1s being
examined and its place in the wider structures of socio-design (Fallan 2010), as things
that happen rather than simply are, that are in state of becoming, that are emerging
into culture and constituting it as they do so.

For Lash this shift from the physical to the metaphysical s important because,
in his terms, it moves the discussion from a Marxist position of the equivalence of all
things through their commodity nature to a more Deleuzian stance whereby it 1s
difference which is the key to understanding subject/object relations in a world which
has moved from the simple exchange of commodities to one which is characterised by
the action of brands and hyper-mediation. In The Global Culture Industry (written
with Celia Lury; 2007), it is suggested that this means it is necessary to move from a

dialectical to a metaphysical methodology. As they argue:

Dialectics presumes ontological difference: between spirit and matter, being
and beings, superstructure and base, same and other, friend and foe.
Metaphysics is instead a monism, an immanence of spirit-matter, of
superstructure-base. The ontological difference of dialectics 1s displaced by
metaphysics of difference. In this ontology of difference, simple substance

itself is difference.” (Lash & Lury 2007: 15)

However, it is for exactly these reasons that a shift to metaphysics seems a step too far.
In Marx the problematic nature of materialism and the mythical qualities of the
commodity are directly addressed. As he observed, it is possible to turn a piece of
wood into furniture and materially it will remain a piece of wood, but as soon as it
emerges as a commodity in the marketplace it takes on a marvellous character. ‘It not
only stands with its feet on the ground, but, in relation to all other commodities, it
stands on its head, and evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far more
wonderful than ‘table-turning’ ever was (Marx 1979 [1867]: 176).

What Marx is suggesting here is that a commodity has a certain way of
functioning in the marketplace. Not least of the effects of the commodity, in its almost
magical appearance in this mythical marketplace, is its tendency to make it seem that
objects come from some other alien place; that they simply appear rather than being

the product of human labour. Yet as Arvatov notes, the commodity structure of things
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also acts to convince us of the structure of reality and our place in everyday life. Yet
this must not be understood as a static description of a scenario, rather Marx
conceptualises this as process, as the dynamic action of dialectics in operation.

In both The Global Culture Industry and Lash’s later works, the emphasis on
dialectics and monism as being in opposition seems premature and unconvincing. Just
because all entities and events can be regarded as being of one substance, as a monism,
this does not mean we must abandon the dialectical position. As shall become clear,
certainly in Walter Benjamin’s hands dialectics does not represent a conflict between
this discrete unit and that discrete unit; instead it stands for a tension, a pulling in
different directions or a pushing against within the monism of historical experience
(Benjamin 1979 [1936]: 2002). In this sense dialectics can easily be understood as the
dynamism of the flows of culture, rather than an ontology of separateness. Currents
within the same substance can be in antagonism, this is therefore arguably exactly the
ontology of difference - whereby simple substance is difference - which Lash and

Lury discuss.

It is precisely because a word such as metaphysics can sit in a sentence so
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