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Joe Colombo (designer) Beby Trolley. Victor Papanek. Design for the Real Ettore Sottsass (designer)Tanhiti
Manufacturer, Bieffeplast S.p.A., Padua, World. Thames and Hudson, London Lamp. Manufacturer, Memphis,
italy 1969. 1972. Milan, 1981.
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The Historical Context of the Trans-Design Exhibition

The following article makes the case for an historically informed approach to contemporary design. The focus is
Trans-Design, an exhibition that documents a moment in creative endeavour that is both exciting and perplexing.
It is a show that combines the promise of the latest global technologies with a celebration of indigenous
materials. There are references to genetic engineering, together with objects that trigger primitive superstitions.
Above all there is the feeling of transformation and emergence. In Trans-Design there is the promise of many
futures. A different future for every visitor!

So how have we arrived at a point in which progressive design is more concerned with questions than answers?
And how might an historical perspective help to clarify the situation?

To begin with we need to remind ourselves of the ‘conventional’ modern design exhibition, for it is this underlying
sense of an orthodoxy that enables exhibitions like Trans -Design to appear avant-garde. So what are the key
features of this tradition?

The idea that a significant exhibition should showcase modern technology comes from the first of the
international exhibitions, the one held in Joseph Paxton’'s prefabricated cast iron building in London, in 1851
(Greenhalgh 1988).

The setting is important, for another feature of the classic expo is the idea that the modernity of the exhibits
should coalesce around the symbolism of an iconic monument. For instance the Eiffel Tower at the 1889 Paris
Universal Expo, the Trylon and Perisphere from the 1939 New York World's Fair, and the Atominum that formed
the centrepiece of the 1958 Brussels international Expo (Allwood 1977).

Within this overarching sense of a modern manufacturing enterprise, were the various national exhibits, first
arranged in sections (from 1851), and then housed in their own distinctive pavilions and even villages (as first
seen at the 1900 Paris Exposition). The subtext was that civilisation was set on a common path of development,
with the indigenous cultures of Europe sustaining the national character, while the so-called ‘primitive’ peoples of
the different empires functioned as exotic survivals.

Although the imperial or social Darwinist aspect of the international exhibitions receded in the 1950's and 60’s,
there was a continuing belief in scientific progress. Moreover the technologies that would realise this dream
became more domestic in scale. One of the most popular features of the mid 20th century expo- the ‘house
of the future’- translated the 19th and early 20th century idea of national prosperity- via trade-into the personal
pursuit of a consumer lifestyle (Horrigan 1986).

In the 21st century, the push button, fully automated fantasies of the 1950's are apt to seem nostalgic, or
comical; while the different nationalistic interpretations of the modern spirit; the Scandinavian, the American, the
Italian etc, have become just so many retro styles.

So what has happened to the unwavering faith in progress and what now provides the driving force in
‘contemporary’ design? One answer lies in the dialectical tendency of all avant-garde cultural movements. How
the progressives of one generation tend to define themselves in opposition to the radicalism of their forebears.
This pendulum-like motion is very evident in the sort of design that won international acclaim in the 1960’s and
70's. While the former is characterised by the optimism of the space race and the playfulness of Pop culture,
think of the plastic modular furniture of Joe Colombo (1930-1971).

The latter takes it cue from a reappraisal of a craft sensibility and the ‘real’ approach to ‘real’ problems, that was
advocated by the pioneer of sustainable design, Victor Papanek (1923-1998).

Of course the machinations of the design world have always been subject to external forces (most notably the
impact of new materials and technology, or unexpected events, like the 1973 oil crisis), but in keeping with its
avant-garde position, progressive design has invariably remained aloof from the mass market.

This was especially the case in the heyday of modern design (the first half of the 20th century), when the
advocates of function and simplicity saw themselves as the reformers of popular taste. The situation seemed to
change from the 1960s and 70’s, when a new generation of designers, came to assert their independence, by
incorporating references to popular culture and even bad taste. And yet this return to ornament, a distinguishing
feature of the Post-modern era (the 1970's and 80's), was of a different order to commercial practice. The
references to the past, to Hollywood culture, to 1950's kitsch, were strategic and knowing. In its first flush Post-
modem design set out to offend Modernism.

This was the ‘shock strategy’ brought to fruition by the ltalian design group Memphis (1981-1987), an enterprise

Stephen Hayward

Central St. Martins, University of
the Arts, London



that in the context of our story marks a watershed; for in producing limited edition designs that were primarily
intended to be contemplated, argued about, and collected, the group paved the way for exhibitions such as
Trans-Design (Radice 1985).

In earlier decades avant-garde movements like De Stijl (1917-1931) and the Bauhaus (1919-1933) had produced
controversial prototypes, but these were intended as blueprints for mass production; they were to become the
agents of a better tomorrow.

By contrast, the products of Memphis could only claim to be socially engaged in the sense of attacking an
entrenched taste culture- the ‘good design’ of the establishment- while their scepticism towards originality,
efficiency and construction, undermined the whole concept of ‘progressive’ design.

To this extent Memphis, and the Post-modern movement more generally, might have brought the avant-garde
agenda to a juddering halt. What was the point of envisaging an alternative future, when all styles were equally
valid? How was it possible to design an objectively ‘better’ product, when the very notion of performance was
culturally specific?

Trans-Design shows how the avant-garde escaped the impasse of relativism by changing its refationship
with the user, and deepening its connection with a particular Romantic, or irrational strand in art. In short,
contemporary design became less preoccupied with its own history, and more attuned to the everyday life, and
emotional needs, of the user. From the 1990’s avant-garde design embraced poetry, a sense of place, a feeling
of enchantment,*and a childlike curiosity (Mulder and Pruyssen 1998).

This tendency is widely represented in the Trans-Design show, but in order to clarify the historical parameters |
will concentrate on just one of the exhibits, Jurgen Bey's Kokon Double Chair from 1999.

In a different sort of design exhibition Jurgen Bey's (born 1965) piece might be praised for its innovative use
of technology. Namely the PVC membrane, which is more usually found as a shrink-wrap protective covering
for aircraft and machine parts. However in the context of Trans-Design, the Kokon Double Chair is first and
foremost a ghost, or fetish object; a conundrum, a piece of ‘furniture’ that would not ook out of place in an
updated version of the 17th century Wunderkammer, or a Surrealist interior conceived by the Belgian painter
René Magritte (1898-1967). This is because the Kokon Double Chair exudes a living presence; it conforms to
Freud's idea of the ‘uncanny’. It is a throwback to a time in our psychological development when inanimate
objects regularly take on a personality, as when a child conjures up a magic kingdom from the most mundane
of materials. Hence there is a nostalgic, fairy tale aspect to the Kokon Double Chair, as well as a darker, aduit
dimension. The tight plastic surface is reminiscent of fetish gear. The KoKon Double Chair could be the focus for
some perverse sexual ritual.

And of course Jurgen Bey achieves this metaphorical richness with the minimum of means. There is little sense
of a presiding genius, when the elements are plucked from the collective unconscious. This is the designer as
curator, or editor, and it enables the viewer to personalise, or co-produce the work.

The technique seems entirely at home in the context of a gallery space, because it is so firmly rooted in the
history of modern art practice. One thinks of the ambiguous readymades of Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968),
which are now a 100 years old; the use of indeterminate, everyday materials in Joseph Beuys' (1921-1986)
installations, or referring to Jurgen Bey's method of shrouding an object in order to ‘re-enchant’ the familiar, the
wrapped buildings and landscapes of Christo (born 1935).

So we are effectively witnessing a convergence of fine art and design practice and this leads to another
question. In colonising the metaphorical ‘white cube’ has the avant-garde in design forsaken its social purpose?
(O’'Doherty 1986).

Clearly, the projects included in Trans-Design point to the possibility of different ways of living; they question
our conventional interactions with products and environments. But do these ‘insights’ constitute a coherent
alternative? in an earlier phase of so-called ‘radical design’, the ltalian group Superstudio (1966-1978) could
declare a moratorium on consumerism, and advocate a ‘life without objects’ in a future without borders (Ambasz
1972). It was a remarkably uncompromising vision, stemming from the idealism of the 1960’s counter culture,
egged on by the excitement of emerging technologies, such as satellites and the space programme. Today we
have developed a far more nuanced understanding of globalisation and progress, and we can appreciate how
consumer culture will inevitably appropriate any need we may have for ‘authentic’ experiences. | am thinking
of those omnipresent devices- primarily the smart phone- which enable the user to record, shape, monitor, and

21



22

manage a personal identity.

The projects featured in Trans-Design operate in this age of reflexive consumerism. They employ ambiguity,
metaphor, and playfulness to engage the user in a consciousness raising, even therapeutic experience. For
by reflecting on the principles we live by, we become co-agents of change. If such work can be said to have
a broader social impact, it lies in the extent to which the concepts become memes, how they inform a cultural
conversation and shape a climate of opinion.

References

Allwood, J (1977) The Great Exhibitions. Studio Vista, London.

Ambasz, E (1972) ltaly: The new domestic landscape. Achievements and problems of ltalian Design. Museum of
Modern Art, New York.

Blauvelt, A (2003) Strangely familiar. Design and everyday life. Walker Art Centre, Minneapolis.

Branzi, A (1984) The Hot House. Italian New Wave Design.Thames and Hudson, London.

Greenhalgh, P (1988) Ephemeral Visions. The expositions universelles, great exhibitions and world’s fairs, 1851-
1939 Manchester University Press, Manchester.

Hayward, S (2012) ‘Writing Contemporary Design into History' in Lees-Maffei, G editor Writing Design. Words
and Objects. Berg, London.

Horrigan, B (1986) 'The Home of Tomorrow’ in Corn, J.J. Imagining Tomorrow. History, technology and the
American future. MIT Press. Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Mulder, R & Pruyssen, A (1998) Droog Design. Spirit of the Nineties. 010 Publishers, Rotterdam.

Freud, S (1919) The ‘Uncanny’. The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud,
Volume XVII (1917-1919).

O'Doherty, B (1986) Inside the white cube. The ideology of the Gallery Space. University of California Press,
London.

Papanek, V (1972) Design for the Real World. Making fo Measure. Thames and Hudson. London.

Radice, B (1985) Memphis: research, experiences, results, failures and successes of new design. Thames and
Hudson, London.



