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INTRODUCTION

A new type of design, a new way of looking at design, is slowly
coming to the forefront of popular culture. It's stars and
heroes are featured on the glossy pages of "establishment"”
magazines like Vogue and Harpers and Queen, as well as the more
obviously youth-oriented style magazines 1like the Face, i-D,
Blitz and Arena. At the end of 1986, John Thackera, the
ex-editor of Design magazine, produced the coffee table book "New
British Design"®™ on current avant-garde design in the U.K.,
declaring it to be "a snapshot, taken in a crowded room" and
implying that further volumes on the subject would follow with
time. Design magazine reviewed the book in January 1987 and

declared "this book is a provocation".

Design magazine was right. There are many divergent directions
being taken within the avant-garde design community in Britain,
directions which parallel those being taken in France, Italy and
the USA. What they all have in common in their provocative
stance in opposition to mainstream mass-production design. of
course, it is the role of the avant-garde to be provocative.
But an overtly intellectual attitude towards design appears to be
coming to fruition now, an attitude which previously only openly

existed in Italy.

The basic unifying premise between these divergent directions in

design in this: mainstream design is over-rationalistic and




blandly functional, and as such it fails to respond to the real
needs and experiences of the users. The antidote is for design
to become more expressive, to communicate in a fundamental way

with the user. As Andrea Branzi says in his 1984 book, "The

Hot House'":

"A new concept of product and environmental quality thus
asserts itself, one which, beyond questions of performance
and service, 1is intent on creating an emotional value...
This emotional value 1is created not by the objects
functionality, but by its expressive level. This 1latter
feature is made up of the object's basic materials, its
shape, weight, smell, tactile characteristics and perceptual

presence: from high-tech to high-touch."
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PART I:

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO NEW DESIGN




CHAPTER ONE:

LESS IS A BORE: THE ROOTS OF NEW DESIGN IN FINE ART AND RADICAL

DESIGN

The historical roots of the current anti mainstream design
movement trace back to the rebellious 1960's, with the activities
of radical design groups like Archigram in England and Archizoom

and Superstudio in Italy, and with the birth of post-modernism.

Ever since the 1920's and 1930's, when the Bauhaus and le
Corbusier conspired to bring about the birth of the machine
aesthetic, the Modernist maxim "less is more" has been the byword
of design purists across the globe. TET st rvuemthalEssEhie
simplicity and refinement of line based on geometric ideals which
Modernism advocates can be very pleasing (even soothing) to the
orderly, detached part of the mind. Yet, taken to extremes
Modernism has a hint of fascism inherent in its credos, a hint
which took on real substance in Italy in particular, where the
fascist movement and Modernist Italian architecture enjoyed a

symbiotic relationship for about twenty years.

Modernism was born in an era of great change throughout Europe.
A new egalitarian spirit was making itself felt; the past was to
be swept away to make room for a bright new future. The modern

movement urged architects and designers to come to grips with
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technology to wake up to reality and to design for the new
machine age, A refreshing new attitude that good design was for

everybody and not Just the ruling classes came to the fore.

Unfortunately,.the underlying moralism which was inherent in the
movement as a product of the times, and which made modernism new
and innovative, also led to its downfall, The current backlash
against the movement, both in the form of post-modernism and new

alternative design, is a result of the very purity of modernist

design, It can be too pure, and too rigid, treating humans
themselves almost like machine-produced Objects. Modernism may
produce simple, timeless and beautiful designs - they speak to

the mind of the user but they do not speak to his heart.

With the growth of modernism came the development of the idea of
"standard objects" i.e, universal models for the perfect product
which can be mass produced and sold on a global scale, never
needing to be updated or meaifiile d N GRENTS interesting that this
concept was first introduced when architects began to work widely
in the area of product design. The idea of a standard chair, a
standard table, has about it the aura of permanence and lack of
free choice for many of its users, that architecture holds. In
a Ssense every building, every creation of the architect is a

standard object.)

In the first machine age a huge number and variety of people
accepted that standardisation was a natural step: champions of
the idea included Henry Ford, Walter Gropius, Lewis Mumford and

Herbert Read. Charles Jencks summarises le Corbusier's arguments




towards standardisation in "Vers un Architecture", in his book

"Adhocism",

"Standardisation is imposed by the law of selection and is an

economic and social necessity... We must aim at the fixing of

standards in order to face the problem of perfection... Standards

are a matter of logic, analvsis and minute study; they are based

on a problem which has been well 'stated'... The problem of the

house has not yet been stated. Nevertheless there do exist
standards for the dwelling house. Machinery contains in itself

the factor of economy the factor of economy which makes for
selection. The house is a machine for 1l viitng S Tinb e e
engineer, inspired by the 1law of economy and governed by

mathematical calculation, puts us in accord with universal law.

He achieves harmony... Working by calculation, engineers employ

geometrical forms,... the most beautiful forms. If we eliminate

from our hearts and minds all dead concepts in regard to the

house, and look at the question from a critical and objective

point of view, we shall arrive at the "House Machine", the
mass-production house, healthy (and morally so too) and beautiful

in the same way (as our) working tools...nm

The problem is that endlessly repeated identical forms are not
stimulating or provocative. Standardised forms to not encourage
man to interact with them; in fact they discourage people from
active participation with them, and thus can alienate people
from the man-made environment. To quote Jencks, "... in
pre-industrial times whatever man built had either a discernible

purpose or an individual imprint to provoke involvement. But




after the Industrial Revolution, man-made artefacts were turned

into another aspect of a distanced and potentially alien nature:
they accumulated in great profusion, were thrown away as "waste",
and lost their unique quality. The result was a reinforcing
syndrome in which mass production precluded man's sensual
response to form, which in turn encouraged the further
exploitation of expendable products". New design aims to break
this vicious circle and end man's alienation from his environment
by producing object which are visually expressive and texturally
rich, object which will stimulate the user into interaction with

thiem. S(F g aels

However, the reaction against modernism began long before the
emergence of New Design. In 1967, Robert Venturi countered the
Modernist maxim "less is more" with his book "Complexity and
Contradiction in Architecture.” The Dbook opened with a
manifesto which made a plea for "messy vitality over obvious
unity", and went on to lay the ground rules for what has become

known as Post Modernism.

Post Modernism is characterised by the bold use of colour and
decoration, the plundering and ad-hoc combination of historical
styles, and flashes of symbolic wit, like the eggcups on Terry
Farrell's TV-AM building in Camden, North London. The Pop Art
movement of the 1960's was an influence on the development of
Post Modernism. As Andrea Branzi says "Pop art 1is often
described as an outburst of subversive and generally vitalistic
fantasy, but in fact it presented itself at the beginning of the

sixties as a moment of great realism, in the sense that it



introduced into a context of highly specialised problems and an
increasingly sophisticated linguistic repertoire the now
triumphant presence, in major metropolitan areas of the culture
of consumption and the languages of mass communication. Hence
the sixties were characterised right from the start by a sudden

readiness to question entire systems of aesthetics and the very

foundations of disciplines."

The Archigram group, which was formed in England in 1961, was one
of the first radical groups to question accepted aesthetics and
rules of architecture. Archigram used Pop Art graphics and
collage to express fresh thoughts on architecture. The name
"Archigram" was a witty adaptation of the word "telegram".
Archigram began as a magazine, a vehicle for architectural
communication. The group were hugely influent;al on the Italian
avant garde - in fact the Archizoom group may have taken their
name from a 1964 work by Archigram, a graphic which contained the
word "Archigram" and "zoom". Their utopian visions of future
cities, in which advanced technology creates flexibility and
expendability to 1liberate people, rather than rigidity and
uniformity to stifle them, were the predecessors of similar
projects by the Italian radicals. The influence of Archigram
and the intellectual attitude towards design that the group
fostered 1is still evident today in New Design. Also,
designer-architect Ron Arad trained under Archigram member Peter

Cook at the Architectural Association in London.

Meanwhile in Italy, the faculty of Architecture at Florence

University gave rise to a number of avant-garde groups,
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encouraged by an experimental period in teaching, a high level of
student political debate and the example of Archigram in England.
The <two main groups were Archizoom and Superstudio: both
investigated the use of architecture as a political instrument

and were heavily influenced by the growing Pop Art scene.

Archizoom explored the emotional content of architecture and its
power as a means of expression and communication. Archizoom
drew on elements of popular culture to produce projects like the
Pipers (Fig. 5) - entertainment complexes where people were
bombarded with a variety of sensory stimulants (loud music,
flashing 1lights, etec.). The assault on the senses which the
Pipes provided was supposed to 1liberate the individual from
himself and free his creative spirit. This idea was paralleled

in the drug culture of the 1960s.

Another project of Archizoom's was the Centre of Eclectic
Conspiracy of 1966-67, which drew on contemporary interest in
ethnic religions (Fig 6). From the Centre for Eclectic
conspiracy came designs for a series of Dream Beds: quiet havens
of retreat for contemplation and meditation (Fig 8). The beds
themselves were monumental and imposing: in this they had a
kinship with Ettore Sotsass' furniture for Poltronova of the same
time, which were covered with patterned plastic laminates and
challenged any preconceived notions of furniture (Fig 7). The
idea of meditation in the home developed into Archizoom's designs
for indoor, domestic gazebos and objects to furnish them with

(55i@m € 5
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"Irony played a prime role in those years, aliowing linguistic
and projective experiments which professionalism would not have
allowed before. Afro-Oriental "Gazebos" become a game for
imaginative domestic micro-architecture, destined for individual
meditation as a refuge from participation in the system." -

Branzi, a member of Archizoom, in "The Hot House".

Meanwhile Superstudio was analysing the roots and nature of
architecture, developing a series of "Architectural Histograms",
l.e. building ©blocks for a new architecture (Fig 10).
Superstudio and Archizoom collaborated to mount two exhibitions
in 1966 and 1967 entitled "Superarchitecture™. The exhibitions
were heavily influenced by pop culture and were a comment on the
consumer society. Both furnishings and architectural projects
were featured, and the official definition of the exhibition was
as follows: "Superarchitecture is the architecture of
superproduction, of superconsumption, of super-inducement to
consumption, of the supermarket, of Superman, of super-high-test

gasoline. Super-architecture accepts the logic of production

and consumption and makes an effort to demystify it." This
official explanation of the work clearly shows what a strong
influence Pop Art had on the avant-garde. Pop Art recognised
for the first time the importance of popular culture and everyday
objects to society, rather than the high culture of art and
desigh theory. (Fig 11). In the wake of Pop Art, with its
elevation of the banal object to artistic icon, came a revival of
Dadaism. The Dadaist and neo-Dadaist influence can clearly be

seen in New Design.
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To sum up, in the 1960s radical design groups, drawing heavily on
contemporary popular culture, fine art and politics, began to
analyse the nature of architecture and design, how it related to
people and to the reality of a world of mass production and
consumption. Bourgeois values and bland mainstream design and
architecture were rejected in favour of conceptual work with a
high expressive and emotional value. The avant-garde imbued
their work with an awareness of pop to counter the bland
anonymity of bourgeois society. Their work accurately reflected

the preoccupations of young people during the 1960's.

During the 1970's Archizoom and Superstudio continued their
research into the position and value of architecture in modern
1ifier They did so through the construction of "utopias"™ which
revolved around the future roles and forms of urban architecture.
However the definition of utopia in these experiments is rather
different from the accepted one, i.e. the Italian avant garde

described their work as the development of critical utopias; as

Branzi says "their use of a utopian system was purely cognitive
and represented a 1level of clarity beyond that of reality
LG sel fitt] The utopias presented the existing world with various
different aspects of urban architecture and planning singled out
and developed to their rational extremes. "This was an
instrumental, scientific utopia, one that did not put forward a
different world from the present one, but rather presented the
existing one at a more advanced level of cognition." (Branzi,
"The Hot House"). Superstudio's "Continuous Monument" (Fig. 13)

and "Twelve Ideal Cities"™ (Fig 15) and Archizooms "No-Stop City"
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(Fig. 14) all depicted complete urbanisation, reflecting the
belief that the modern city, in the form of mass production, had
now impinged upon 1life everywhere. The city had become a
condition, rather than a place, and there was no countryside with
a genuine alternative culture. Implicit in these projects was a
CriticismM o Modernism, particularly with the No-Stop City
Preject = inwhilch architecture was eliminated completely, ¢the
whole city being one massive interior 1like a factory or
supermarket (recognised as symbols of production on one hand and
consumption on the other) with Zhezalii aieal ezl lighting and
ventilation; the idea was that people rented space in the city

for living quarters, like parking spaces in a car park.

Having extrapolated urban architecture to its wildest extremes
and presented nightmarish future ©possibilities if design
continued to develop along Modernist and Rationalist ¥ifne s, S the
avant-garde design community came together in 1973 to participate
in Global Tools, a workshop centred in Florence. The purpose
was to re-examine the relationship between human behaviour and
objects and to experiment with natural materials and techniques,
with the ultimate aim of setting up a craft school.
Unfortunately, the project fell apart as ideological discussion
dragged on and little action was taken. By 1975 the radical
architectural groups of the 1960's had fragmented or disappeared

from the public eye.

In 1975 Alessandro Mendini's editorship of Casabella came to an
end and he founded the design group Alchymia. Alchymia

concentrated on products rather than architecture, and its
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manifesto stated "Alchymia believes in despecialisation, in the
hypothesis that 'confused' methods of ideation and production
must be hand 1in hand, where craftsmanship, industry, computer
science, contemporary and uncontemporary techniques and materials
can be mixed. For Alchymia the concept of "variation" is a
valid one". (Allessandro Mendini, introduction to "Alcymia: Never
Ending Italian Design"). One of the Alchymia projects concerned
with "variation" and "despecialisation" was the hand-painting of
mass produced furniture, an example of "craftsmanship" and
"industry" going "hand in hand" (Fig 16). Surface decoration
and applied colour in industrial objects was also coming to the
fore in post-modernism as it developed further. Andrea Branzi
christened this type of design, "Design primario® - di.e. ‘the
secondary structural qualities of an object, for exampilies S iEs
colour, texture, decoration and odour, were at least of equal
importance with its form in the perception of the user. In 1979
and 1980 Ettore Sotsass and Branzi produced a collection of
objects under the Alchymia umbrella which were clearly 1linked
with Post-Modernism, although Sotsass' also were a development of
his monumental, ‘expressivie furniture o Iig67ENEEEITINE)) The
designs were the precursors of the work of the Memphis design
group. To emphasise the Post-Modern, anti-modernist spirit of
the colleétion, its title was "The Bau-haus Collection"™ (Fig 17).
Alessandro Guerriero, a founder member of Alchymia, declined to
give the group's work the title "Post-Modern": "There is ..... a
philosophical concept which is fairly general, known as the
post-modern condition, and i think Ethat allsoff UsiFare s inEetiis
state. But there are substantial differences between the

viewpoint of architecture and that of design: we said that we did
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not belong to the architectonic post-modern because, as far as we

are concerned, there has been no fishing around for historical

styles, which is one of its involutional signs in architecture.
We prefer to requalify a term that we have set against it: 'neo

1 . G
modern', because we are more interested in the problems of the

future than in those of style.” (Interview in "Alchmia: Never

Ending Italian Design").

In 1980, after the Bau-haus Collection, Sotsass quietly seceded

from Alchymia, due to basic ideological disagreements with

Mendini. Studio Alchymia itself continued and became more and
more identified with the work of Mendini alone. In December
Sotsass founded the Memphis design group: "Memphis was born in

the winter of 1980-1981 when a group of Milanese architects and
designers felt an urgent need to reinvent an approach to
design... to strike a blow against current circumstances...™

(Barbara Radice, "Memphis").

The fundamental difference between Memphis and Alchymia, and
everything that had gone before Alchymia in terms of radical
design, was that the Memphis group wanted their designs to be
manufactured and available to the public. The work was no
longer to be merely conceptual, oriented towards the production
of a prototype but nothing more: the idea behind Memphis was to
produce "small, independent expressive mechanisms on which
special communicative care was concentrated" which would "compete
directly with industry in quality, quantity and image.... as

alternatives to standard production." In other  Words,
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"furniture, to be sold in stores, taken home and used every day."
(Barbara Radice, "Memphiis) S8t couldinRtairnessRbe argued that
Memphis failed in the aim to make their designs accessible to the
public: in many ways their products became 1like numbered
art-objects, the antithesis of what had been envisaged by the
group. But they must be credited for inaugring the idea of
avant-garde design as a viable commercial product, as a real

alternative to mainstream design, rather than as a concept

existing only on paper or among the exhibits at a design expo.

Memphis have never produced a manifesto or declaration of intent
as such, but in the book "Memphis", Barbara Radice says: "Memphis
does not propose utopias. It does not set itself up, as the
radical avant-gardes did, in a critical position towards design;
i1t does not practice designs as an ideological metaphor to say or
demonstrate something else. Rather, it proposes design as a

vehicle for direct communication." (Fig 18).

The basic premise behind the Memphis designs is that man
perceives his environment through his senses, and not with his
intellect. Because of this, the secondary structural qualities
(first mooted with "Design Primario" in the 1970's) of colour,
decoration, texture, odour, weight, etec., and the semantic
associations of an object, were the focus of attention of the
Memphis group (functional modernism, on the other hand, relied

upon an intellectual perception of objects).

New Design is a direct descendant of Memphis in that new design

is not conceptual, it is realistic. It develops the Memphis
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belief that man's perception of objects relies more on his senses

than his intellect, and yet it does not indulge itself in sensory

overkill, as Memphis was wont to do. Much of New Design is

thought provoking as well as producing a sensory and emotional

response: thus it is a logical progression of the avant-garde

movement that started in the 1960's.
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CHAPTER TWO:

THE BACKLASH STARTS HERE: SOCIAL, POLITICAL AND CULTURAL
BACKGROUND

New design has been influenced by social and political events of
the past twenty to thirty years, as well as by radical design
movements and fine art. The 1960's saw not only the first youth
movement but the beginning of a cross-fertilisation process
between popular culture and fine art, with design in the middle
drawing from both. This heritage can be clearly seen in the
products of New Design; for example, New Design is partly a
reaction against the consumer society - as such it has common
traits with, and draws from, youth movements like the hippies and

punk.

The consumer society began after the war when the massive
advances in science and technology that had been made during the
wartime years were put to use in civilian applications. Perhaps
Dior started the whole spend, spend, spend attitude where the
measure of a man was what he owned, i.e. his buying power, by
showing the New Look in 1947 (Fig 19). It signalled that the war
was over and a new age had begun: after the austerity of the war
years it was flamboyant and desperately extravagant: the wide,
full skirts used an enormous amount of materials. It was a
breath of fresh air to a war-stricken world, but it was
inaccessible to most: rationing still continued in many countries

and the originals were, after all, haute couture.
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Rampant consumerism, however, developed first in the USA (where

rationing had never applied; American soldiers have since been
immortalised on filp and in literature as suppliers of nylons and
chewing gum to ration-struck Europeans), and ran amok during the
1950 s S oda fountains, TV dinners, streamlining, tailfins and
chrome: the slick ang glossy 1950's promised everyone the
American dream - as long as you had the cash. Eigi20r SByvtiie
end of the decade the emergence of teenagers with a large

disposal income provided a whole new market for manufacturers.

In the 1960's the phenomenon had struck Europe, and swinging
London became the place to be for young people with money ¢to
spend who wanted to have fun. The development of the
contraceptive pill and the emergence of drugs all contributed to
the hedonistic atmosphere of the 1960's. A bewildering array of
products were available: Pop Art had an effect on the design of
consumer goods and kitsch was fashionable. If you wanted to buy
a seat, for example, you could buy a fake rock made of plastic
foam, the capital of an Ionic column, an inflatable armchair, a
leather bag filled with plastiec pellets, a gigantie baseball
glove, a sectional zebra patterned swiggly sofa and so on (Fig
22 ) o Andreas Branzi comments in his book "The Hot House",
"Whereas at the beginning of the century nascent modern
architecture had adopted the profound logic of the industrial
machine, assuming a wholly rational man who would realise his
creative potential in production, the model proposed by pop
culture in the sixties was that of a man totally taken up by
who would fulfil his highest potential for cultural

consumption,

creativity in the civilisation of prosperity. Thus in fifty
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ears we T : -
y had moved from a civilisation of machines to a

civilisation of consumers."

These heady days couldn't last forever. The sixties turned sour
in 1968 with student unrest and political demonstrations

throughout Europe, and the start of the Vietnam war. The hippy

movement, with its slogan "Tune in, turn on, drop out" began as a

reaction against the consumer society and American aggression in
Vietnam. The hippies went back to nature and lived by salvaging
from society and fending for themselves. They instigated a
crafts revival and an interest in ethnic religions and
meditation. Although the hippies believed in a peaceful, passive
confrontation with society, they had a huge influence on every
aspect of popular culture. By the early 1970's many aspects of
the movement had been accepted by society and no longer appeared

radical.

The o0il crisis and resulting recession which began in 1973 meant
a tightening of belts all round. Research and development into
new technologies slowed down and companies concentrated on

developing and using known technology to the full.

A new industrial revolution took place in the 1970's, with the
lower prices of electronic circuitry, the miniaturisation of
electronic consumer goods and increased automisation. Machines
were more reliable, faster and cheaper than human operators:
unemployment rose and the media looked on the bright side of

things by predicting a future in which machines did the work and

people had an unlimited amount of leisure time. The importance
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of employment to beople's self esteem was overlooked.

Technology was the byword for the 1970's: efficiency and

minimalism were back, after the kitsch excesses of the sixties.

: S S ey
Dleter Ram's functlonal, pared down design for Braun was much

admired and inspired the "black box" school of design: almost any

product could be encased in a black box with radiused edges, and

the result could be guaranteed to look smooth and efficient. LED

displays on matt black watches and pocket calculators (which

appeared first in the 1970's, thanks to Clive Sinclair - Fig. 26
were what the public wanted. Hundreds of technological products
were turned out during this era: they all looked similar and yet
they all performed different functions. The flashing 1lights
against smooth blackness masked both the real function and the
technology involved in electronic consumer goods. ThesSstwilte
tried to give the user the feeling fthat he was a sophisticated
modern man, in control of technology, and that technology was
subjugated to his desires. In fact, black box design was so
anonymous and bland, and expressed so little about the products
it was used for, that it merely emphasised the fact that the

average man in the street had not come to terms with or

understood technology at all.

Suddenly, into all this austerity burst punk rock. Punk, in

i hirt. The essential
many ways, was flower power 1n a torn s

ingredients of- a2 counter-culture 1in reaction against the

establishment and DSy kids, we can put on the show in

our own back yard!" type attitude were the same, but while the

hippies ©Dbelieved in peaceful confrontation, aggression was
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central to
punk . Punk forceq beople to sit up and take notice,

d to i . :
an reconsider theirp attitudes through the use of images of

violence, bornography and urban decay. The intention was ¢to

shock, and in this respect at least punk was successful: the

enduring image of the movement will always be the famous picture
of the Queen with the safety pin through her nose.

The man who

put it there, graphic artist Japie Reid, also had the ability to

coln pithy slogans which erystalised the controversial, always

anti-establishment attitude behind punk: "Anarchy is the key,

Do-It-Yourself is the Melody", "Cash From Chaos", "Save Petrol -

Burn Cars", Keep Warm this Winter - Make Trouble". Although punk
had an immediate influence on graphic design and fashion, the
underlying attitude behind the movement has filtered through, ten

years later, to product design.

The energy of punk rock burnt itself out by 1980, as many of
those originally involved in trying to change the system became
absorbed into it instead and decided life was better on the
inside. Besides, by then the public had almost become immured
to punks' confrontationalism: Zandra Rhodes had produced a range
of couture dresses carefully ripped and rejoined with safety

pins, with thel raw edgesiShand bcadediSNpuntSEc It SR

aCCeptable face of youth rebellion (Flg 31).

Tt was R lo s alUs with the growth of globalisation, i.e. the

development, production and sale of products on a near-global
t

basis In the 1970's Japan had recognised the opportunities for

massive profits presented by production and marketing on this

scaler ande nowtiWesternScoRneREICHERERUR set to follow their
]
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xample. 16 1l i
e p 984 a top executive in Procter & Gamble commented:

nye've progresse ;
g d from national economics to an international
pusiness arena."

Kenldu Ohmae, head of the Tokyo office of McKinsey & Co.,

; e
published "Triad Power: The Coming Shape of Global Competition™

in 1985, in which the following factors were cited in favour of

globalisation:

"1. The growing capital-intensity of manufacture, which

until the widespread arrival of flexible manufacturing

systems that allow cheap short production runs - favours

even larger economies of scale than the in the past.

"> The accelerating tempo of technologies: the cost of R &
D is soaring, new technology is diffusing through the
industrialised countries more rapidly than in the past, the
technological advantage 1is therefore becoming increasingly
hard to gain and then sustain. As a result many companies
are having to start penetrating the 'triad' (i.e. Japan, the

US and the European Community) with new products

simultaneously."

Globall ilsathon is increasingly being promoted as the Dbest

direction for multi-nationals and large corporation to go in the

1980's The danger is that it may lead to a return of the idea

of standard objects, this time based on the logic of economics
stan ’

rath than the logic of the machine aesthetic. farketing suny
er a

Theodore Levitt declared in 1983 that "the world's needs and
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desires have been

irrevocably homogenised". Will this belief

ive rise to
giv and a new generation of Henry Fords, declaring that

the public can have any colour they like as long as it's black?

Politically the 1980's has seen a swWwing to the right throughout

the western world. The liberal people-oriented attitude of the

1960's and early '70's have given way to "the Me generation" Now

that the worst of the recession is over, people want to hold on

to what they already have and accumulate more for themselves,

rather than give to others. The rich are getting richer and the

poor are getting poorer. Add this to mass unemployment and
cutbacks in public spending and the result is widespread
dissatisfaction amongst the poorer and the more socially aware

sections of society.

The new conservatism in politics has also given rise to massive
increases in military spending. Huge sums of money are spent
every year on developing more sophisticéted nuclear weapons (Fig.
34). New schemes like the Sar Wars project have made people

realise that nowadays even wars are impersonal things: instead of

bloody one-on-one style fighting, the next war will probably be

Armageddon, coming out of the sky without warning and making vast
7

areas of the plant inhabitable for thousands of years afterwards.
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, and the designers

What they all

in common i : , -
o eT S8 andissatiistactilonl withides e niEe A

led them to branch off from the mainstream

In historical terms, they are the descendants of the radical

architecture groups of the of the 1960s. Up until the 1960s

Modernism was the dominant force in design in Europe. In the
1960s groups of young architects in Britain and Italy, who were
dissatisfied with the cold, clinical approach of modernism, broke
away from mainstream design and began research into the function
of architecture and the real needs of human beings. Since the
new avant-garde were young, they drew on popular culture, fine
art and political events and incorporated them into their work;
a thread which also runs through New Design. In the late 60's

the youth movement was born in the form of the hippy culture, as

a reaction against the rampant consumer society and American

intervention in Vietnam. The hippies initiated an interest in

Eastern feligions ethnic and tribal decoration and natural
7

; : _ :
materials which has resurfaced in the New Design of the 1980's.

In the 1970 the microchip revolution and the world recession
e Sty

led ¢ nemployment ol ce=sliililing, e spite of this,
O mass Uu

body's problems, but
apswer to every
technology was seen as the

ity treated techno
hich alienated the user. It is only

logy oriented products in an
the design commun

: W
anonymous formulalc manner
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now with New Desi n 3
3 gn, that g3 different treatment of technology is

peing presented as gap alternative to thi
is

approach. In
1976—1977; punk rock began,

. - a8 a reaction against apathetic urban
Eng T energy and get-up-and-go attitude behind punk
has lé TESiNlie gia i

gacy in the present generation of designers who

design
g 8n, manufacture and retail their products themselves

In 1980, Memphis arose from the ashes of tne Italian avant-garde

movement and set the design community alight. Memphis differed

from previous radlcal design groups in that Memphis designs were

actually manufactured and sold to the public as real products -

like New Design.  Therefore Memphis presented a more realistic

alternative to mainstream design than before.

Now, in the mid-eighties, comes the emergence of widespread
global marketing of products regardless of cultural or ethnic
differences: a return to the standard objects proposed by le
Corbusier and others in the modern Movement. The bland
sameness of products the world over, combined with superpower

military plans, 1like the Star Wars project, which affect the

entire globe and nor merely the countries directly concerned, can

make people feel anonymous, ineffectual and powerless to affect

their own destinies.

follow the pelief of the sixties avant garde
S

essive and communicate with the user

The New Designer

that design must be more €Xpr

emotional level. The hippies' interest in

s are reflected in New Design, as

on a fundamental,

ethnic cultures and craft value
self gufficiency.

y Robert Venturi as a quality of

nMessy vitality over
is punk rock's ad hoc

i ded b
Obvious unity" was recommen
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t-Modern archit :
F0S Sellic B Quality also seen in New Design.

| i '
The Memphis' group's €nphasis gp unusual materials
b

colour and
expressive forms ig

¢ i :

arried over into the work of these
= ers. Muc

des1ign b of the work also has an awareness of political

e ions: the I i :

gituati F'€ are recurring hints of an imminent apocalypse.




PART II

CHARACTERISTICS AND SOURCES OF NEW DESIGN
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SUMMARY OF CHARACTERISTICS AND SOURCE OF NEW DESIGN

s mentioned previ :
A P ously, the various individuals practising what

S t n 0
has been ermed "New D881gnn (o Medk oF - b tber R

itut ;
constl e a coherent design movement as such. Much of the work

discussed here will appear to be diverse rather than unified in

terms of materials, imagery and functions

The main element tying New Design together is that it is all

produced in opposition to, and as an alternative to, mainstream

design. However, there are various other aspects common to a

lot of the work: these aspects are defined and discussed in the

following pages.

Firstly, New Design uses different production methods from
mainstream design. There is a common reliance on craft-based
techniques of production, which 1is labour-intensive but does not
rely on expensive machinery. The work that is put into machine
production does so only on a small-run basis - for example 10,000

of Daniel Weil's "Radio in a Bag" have been made, but in

comparison with most mass-produced items, this is a tiny number.

Small-run and crafts-type production schemes favour certain types

i is also characterised by a
of materials over others. New design

new and fresh use of materials, from rough, urban concrete and

metal to frail, delicate gilk and paper. The texture of the
o b

material is often nighlighted, and textural effects created by

xposed.
production processes are frequently efstmexip
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Found objects use i
4= Tn N one e s ot recurring feature.
nyaste"

items are
recycled and turned into furniture or other

roduct. Other s
P types of bricolage adapt things for new purposes

Fig « 350 or -
(Fig use found objects for their symbolic value. An

ndercurrent
u of wry humour runs through much of New Design, and

it is also characterised by an air of vitality and energy.

The use of expressive i ;
' forms and ilmagery 1s another characteristic

of much of the work. The imagery used usually has strong

associative values: the brutal, destructive images of urban
decay, elements of ritual and tribalism, revamped classicism and

historical styles, and quirky anthromorphic forms (Fig 36).

Technological products are treated differently in New Design.
Technology is often treated in an intimate humanised way; tamed
and domesticated. Sometimes technical products are broken down
into their tiny component parts, sometimes they are enlarged and
made monumental. Whatever path the designer takes, it forces us

to question accepted forms and perceptions of technology in

domestic products (Fig. 37) .
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young Brilish blacksmith

Colin Chetwood’s mirror

"is definitely aboul vanity”
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inspiration with ils fisheye lens
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akin to Galliano gloves.

£235, ot Monolith,

The Slaughter House,
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More modern furniture design,
see page 194
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CHAPTER 1

THE CRAFTS CONNECTION

nning throu : ]
Ru g gh New D651gn 15 a thread of basic opposition t
o

ass production ai
m p and the standardised objects that result from it:

i unde t ;
g reurrent  obviiousily Silcaldsiibaic ki olie i R S i b e
type operations.

Daniel Weil comments ".... the crgincor Ml

{ they sa i i
and y y what 1is possible or impossible, controlling the

aesthetics of objects through cost-effective arguments. These

arguments are taken as absolutes, but they are not - they are

totally subjective and reveal ideas of production and life that
are rooted in the '60's, sometimes in the '20's and even back in

the 19th century."

In a sense the New Design crafts emphasis also dates back to the
19th century. Just as the Industrial Revolution at the Eurnof

the century spawned a crafts revival, so the microchip revolution

of the twentieth century has spawned another backlash against

mainstream commercial design and a return to crafts values.

William Morris wrote nTf the necessary reasonable work be of a

mechanical kind, I must pe helped to do it by a machine, not to

cheapen my labour put so that as 1ittle time as possible may be
t

Spént upon it.... I know that to some cultivated people, people
ofi the " artiscicHEEIs of mind, machinery 1S particularly
dilstalst e Ral PR (ot it is the ,1lowing machines to be our
masters and not our servants that so injures the beauty of 1life

attitude has created and fostered the new
ar

nowadays." A simil :
. 1
JraRt . g production methods, if "erafth can be defined as
s - base
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follows, in 't
’ he words of Andrea Branzi: "Being an artisan does

not mean not usin : -
g machines in the process of manufacturing; on

the contrary i :
Y 1t means using all the machines in the workshop
rotation, maintaining

in

direct control over all phases of

roduction : :
p Dy passing - unlike the assembly line worker who is
confined i
to a single stage of construction - from one machine to
othe j
another, Jjust as the carpenter moves directly from the planer to

the electric saw and the drill as the stages and methods of his

own scheme of assembly require." In other words, "erafts" in

this sens i i
e does not necessarily mean "handmade" - it can just as

ecasily designate a different type of machine production.

Another crafts-oriented approach to production involves the
designer nsub-contracting" out various stages in the process to
small local businesses. This method of small run production has
existed in Italy for years, since Italy has retained a specialist
artisan tradition which other European countries have lost. In
the present economic climate, however, with widespread
redundancies from large manufacturing companies and grants
available to those wishing to start their own businesses, there

is a new pool of resources available 1in Britain and elsewhere to

the designer which never existed before. As Danny Lane says of

his workshop_cum-studio in Hackney: "Any parts for our things

that we don't have we can get within a three mile radius. I call

up Glen at GT Compressors = nHey, it's Danny here" - and I'm more

: that environment than with the people who buy my
in

at home

n or, to quote dJasper Morrison from
things. el L et of them.
Pet D 15 book "The New Furniture" - nThe designer with
eter Dormer

fo ight puilds his own factory, not with bricks, but from the
resi
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sprawling backst _
reets teeming with services and processes for

materials both
common and uncommon to his trade. The thoughtful

designer Kknows
full well that while the big-time manufacturers
and his more
employable colleagues are unaware or disdainful of
the afterno
ons he spends wandering the street, he has only to

ake his S v
m own living to accomplish more than all of them. Why?

cause 1t i :
Be 1t 1s more important to keep those small but enormously

useful backstreet businesses alive than to maintain a single

large stagnating producer of hand-stapled, upholstered suites."

The crafts based, small run type of method of production has, to
a certain extent, dictated the materials used by New Designers.
Extensive use of plastic mouldings are oufb of .the question
because they require costly moulding machines. Ron Arad says
that the work sold in his shop One Off is "... liked in Italy
(because) they think our work is fresh and regquires no investment
in machines." (Fig 38). Therefore the materials most often used
by New Designers are those than can be worked with the minimum of

equipment: wood, metal, concrete, glass, paper, and so on. (Fig

390%

Much New Design occupies @ middle ground between sculpture, design

and craft some of the designers, ]ike Daniel Weil, insist that

their work is design and not art. Others, like Tom Dixon, would

rather theirs Dbe read at art rather than design: There shouldn't

i ioner" says Dixon; as a
be a distinction petween artist and desilg y :

nterested in mass

e are designers crawling out of the

g production of his designs.
result he is no it
As Danny Lane 8538¥5; e
T think you have to make

en.
woodwork all over covent Gard

things."
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CHAPTER 2

MATERIALS AND SURFACE FINISH

"Materials
have begun to be read, chosen and utilised not only as

tools or s i i
upports of design (important as these may be), but as

activ : sy
5 protagonists, privileged vehicles of sensory

communication, self-sufficient cells that cohabit the design
without mixing, each cell with its own personal story to tell.m"

Barbara Radice, "Memphis".

The Memphis legacy in terms of approach to choosing materials is

strong. The New Designers also use materials which "are
immediate and directly sensual... which appeal more to physical
qualities than to the intellect." (Barbara Radice, "Memphis").

Memphis used materials with industrial or high tech connotations,
although they were never presented in a high-tech or industrial
manner. The materials wused in New Design are sometimes
industrial or suggestive of urban society, like concrete , metal

and rubber; other have ethnic or tribal connotations, for example

hair, feathers, bone; some materials are treated or distressed to

: : " ne. imply surprising to
give a patina of mage" or "use"; others are simply p g

find used in the context of products, like paper and glass. The

use of found objects as materials 15 discussed in Chapter 3.

Concrete is a common material used in new design. Some designs

exploit the urban associations of concrete to symbolise urban

dec hile others use€ it in a more subtle way and highlight the
ay, whi
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innate b
ut often overlooked beauty of the material. The

associative yse

of : ;
concrete is discussed further under

"Amockal i i
ypse design". Chris Collicot's materials-rich bowl is

an exa ;
mple of a different treatment. (Fig 40). The bowl is made

of oxidi
sed copper, brass and concrete. The monumental, solid

aliti
qualities of concrete are exploited here to the full. The

cement base has become a pedestal, upon which the bowl is raised

aloft, like an offering. The three parts of the design are

delineated by the use of different materials for each: the rich
green patina of oxidised copper for the bowl itself; unpolished
brass for the side elements, which curve upwards from the base
and touch the bowl, encouraging the eye to move around the
object; and the chalky concrete base. The three materials each
have a powerful textural quality of their own, which combine to
produce a primitive, tribal aura. There is a strong ritualistic
feel to the bowl: the side pieces, which curve like a bull's
horns and serve as handles, suggest sacrificial rites which take
place in an otherwise civilised, sophisticated society - at
Knossos perhaps? One could imagine a seer peering into this

bowl to predict the future, or an eternal flame burning in 1it.

Glass and metal, the materials which were once synonymous with

the modern movement, have resurfaced with an aggressive new

treatment Danny Lane makes glass and metal furniture; the

glass usually has nproken" uneven edges, and often it is

sandblasted to created a surface pattern. Metal legs are bolted

t 1 table top, Or glass plates are placed haphazardly onto
o a glass )

(Fig 41).
innovative piece (Fig HiDas The

tal base This glass seated and backed
a jagged meta <

i t
chairs are amongst hi1S mos




e




ir back consi '
chailr Sists Qf a series of thick glass plates with metal
tors i
connectors running through them to hold the structure together

when the user leans against the chair back, the connectors flex

1ightly and the back "gij i :
slig gives" with him. Lane believes that his

: shows clea :
work s rly the emotional power of materials: the response

most often generated by glass objects like the chair is fear.

people are afraid to sit on a glass seat in case it breaks

peneath them; they anticipate the chair back to be rigid and are

alarmed when it gives with them. These contradictions inherent

in the chair, give it is interest: glass should break, but it

doesn't; it should be rigid, but it isn't. The uneven edges

1ook rough and sharp but they are polished smooth. The
technical standard of Lane's work is very high. The glass is
cut and fractured, then it 1is éubjected to the‘same toughening
process which protects a car windscreen. Next tﬁe edges are

polished.

The thickness of the glass plates give Them a deep seawater green

transparency. The edges of the plates ripple l1ike water: ¢the

chaip llookseikikera frozen waterfall, or @ transparent stalagmite.

This sculptural quality no doubt comes from Lane's fine art

! inti ol 0B WAREhEEand
training: he (studicdiECiEERE: at Central Scho :

turned to "glass art" after graduation.
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CHAPTER 3

BRICOLAGE

"I .
shall act like the man who, because of poverty, is the last to

arri ; o
rrive at the fair, and is therefore forced to tkae up all those

things i
gs which others have seen and rejected, seeing no value in

them. Then I shall load my humble sack with these despised

leftovers, the remains of many customers."

Leonardo Da Vinci.

Bricolage is a recurring theme used by the New Designers in their
designs. However it is used for a number of different final

effects: the same means to different ends.

Charles Jencks and Nathan Silver, in their book "Adhocism",
defined the phrase Ad Hoc as follows: "denotes a phincipliesof
action having speed or economy and purpose oOr utility.
Basically it involves using an available system or dealing with
an existing situation in a new way to solve a problem quickly and
efficiently." Tt is doubtful whether the emphasis on speed 1is
important in the case of adhocism 1in fine art, design and
where the final purpose€ is likely to be paramount

architecture,

and the parts used to achieve that purpose are likely to be

chosen very carefully.

o s n 1
claude Levi-Strauss defines the npricoleur™ as "someone who works

with his hands and uses devious means compared to those of a

craftsman The bricoleur 15 adept at performing a large number
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of diverse tasks,

but, wunlike the engineer, he does not

subordinate
each of them to the availability of raw materials and
tools ¢ i
onceived and procured for the purpose of the project. His

universe i 1
of dnstruncntsiiis a set of tools and materials

which is e :
always finite and is also heterogeneous because what it

contai ;
ins bears no relation to the current project, or indeed to

any particular project... The set of the bricoleur means cannot

therefore be defined in ferms of a projcct i NlitEISERro be

defined only by its potential use...."

One of the effects of the use of "found objects" has been
christened "salvage design." (This type of adhocism or bricolage
is discussed further under "Amockalypse design™). Basically, it
involves the re-use of materials and objects which had originally
been used for another purpose and which are often in a state of
decay or disrepair. A good example 1is Daniel Grey of The Grey
Organisation and his large dining table incorporating railway
sleepers, finished in molten iron (Fig u3). The sleepers are
obviously old and worn. They have not been ndgressed up" in any
way: the worn cracked holes where the rails were once set into
them have not been covered up or treated. The table is in a raw
and unrefined state, yet its very simplicity and humility holds
an appeal. There is a huge contrast between this piece and the
pland yetb highly finished tables one finds in the Habitat
contemporary furniture shops. The table has a

catalogue OF

: . . 3 1
neo-mediaeval ambience which 18 found in much of Daniel Grey's

work, and which no doubt led to him getting the commission to
)

desi the furniture for Derek Jarman's bio-pic nCarravaggio"
esign

monumental air, and the thickness and

(Fig 45). It also has a
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atina ;
p of age to the wood is reminiscent of large, cosy kitchen

in country houses, with kitchen tables which have been worn by

ene i . )
g rations of use. It is curious that an industrial object like

c ;
rallway sleeper can be transformed so successfully into a
domestic object.

The ldea of salvaging objects and materials which have already
been used and discarded by society, and re-using them for another
purpose, as a deliberate choice of action, came popular with the
hippy movement in the 1late 1960's (obviously scavenging as a
hecessary means of survival has existed for as long as poverty
has). As Charles Jencks says: "Fbrced on by the twin passions
of contempt for a consumer society and love for doing your own
thing, they have discovered numerous ways of living free off the
unnoticed subsystems of societf. A free house can be
constructed from the bodies of used cérs; free food can be
collected at the closing hours of meat, fish and vegetable shops;

free furniture can be pick up off the streets the night before

the sanitation department makes it bulk pickups."

Other pieces of bricolage seen amongst the work of New Designers
lie far from the humble unsophistication of Daniel Grey's

furniture. Some of them would fall into the category of

invention, if invention could Dbe defined as the ad hoc

combination of subsystems into a new product. The bicycle and

the car were both created in this way; as time passed the

relationships between the subsystems Were refined to the point
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where they both became non adhoc or totalistic. This process

follows Picasso's account of invention:

When you make a thing, a thing that is new

It is so difficult making it

That is is bound to be ugly.

But when the others make it after you
They don't have to worry about making ol
And so they can make it beautiful,

And everyone can like it

When the others make it after you.™"

Ron Arad's remote controlled "Mad Max light" is not only new,
however, it is beautiful as well (Fig u6). EESis an ‘ad hee
combination of electronic and electric components and yet it has
a unity and grace which belies the method of its creation. The
light consists of the business end of a Japanese remote control
car aerial, surmounted by a quartz halogen spot bulb, with a heat
sink transformer (acquired from a company that make hi-fi
speakers) at the joint of the aerial, mounted on a die cast
aluminium bése. Between the base and the bulb run a collection
of wires which give the lamp the look of a delicate robot. The
wires are suspended in elegant loops from the various components:
no attempt is made to hide them. Instead they are highlighted
as a sinuous, twisting counterpoint to the highly technical parts
which form the body of the lamp. A wireless remote control can
make the light swivel, shoot up and down or around. The design
looks 1like a robotic bird; although a highly technological

product, it has an antromorphic appeal. It has grace and
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dignity, and yet when it moves it appears faintly ridiculous: a
combination guaranteed to create an affectionate response in the
user. The light also invokes memories of radio-controlled toy

planes and boats: a clever combination of technology and whimsy

has created this toy for grown-ups. (Rich grown ups: Max Max II

cost £490).

A third type of bricolage practised by the new designers 1is
influenced by Dadaism, the neo-Dadaists of the 1960's, and
surrealism. Lautreamont said "Beauty is the fortuitous
encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella on a dissecting
Lable M The Surrealists worked with everyday objects removed
from their habitual contexts and placed in new situation.
Marcel Duchamp displayed his "ready mades" as art, although the
hand of the artist no longer created, it simply chose; "a
phenoméenon which the surrealists have felicitously <called
'objective hazard'" (Levi-Strauss) and which Duchamp called the
element of chance. Dadaism also involved everyday objects in
unfamiliar situations. Neo-Dadaism began with Pop Art in the
1960's, as the mass produced object became a common subject in
fine art. However, because Pop Art recognised that popular
culture, i.e. everyday experience, had more influence on peoples
1ives than high culture, neo-Dadaism was quite different from the
original: as Andrea Branzi says: "If Duchamp's Dada in the
twenties had introduced the ready-made as a question mark with
the power to unhinge the world of culture from that of reality,
American neo-Dada saw in the ready-made a confirmation of the

intrusive reality of the present and an exclusion of any sort of

surrealistic existence." (Figs A7, 48).
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The reason why some of the ad hoc combinations are classified
here as specifically Dadaist and fine-art oriented in their
roots, is that the ready-mades or found objects used are chosen
for their symbolic content rather than their function. The
symbolic content may not be inherent in the object itself; but
when it is presented in the context of the whole of which it is a
part, it's symbolic power becomes evident. (This technique was
used in punk rock, when a ready made, i.e. the safety pin, became
a symbol for the entire movement. The safety pin thus became a
symbol of anarchy, despite its function of holding things
together; and its power as a symbol was never greater than in
Jamie Reid's artwork for the Sex Pistols, where the queen was
depicted wearing a safety pin through her nose). With the other
two types of bricolage discussed, i.e. salvage design and
invention, the function of the found object is at least as
important as its symbolism. This type is Dadaist because the

symbolism the found object accrues in its new situation is more

important than its function in that situation.

Ann Tilby's candelabra is made of real bones, fake pearls and
metal (Fig 49). She {ds a film set designersuhofsalsomerecateld
one-off pieces for sale and traces her influences to Picasso and
works like the Bull's Head. The Bull's Head, however combined
functional bicycle parts ad hoc to produce an anthromorphic
sculpture. She uses anthromorphic, sculptural parts to make
functional objects. Tt is a curious combination, the remains of
an animal used to make an object associated with wealth and
grandeur. One imagine the chandelier hanging over a dining table

where the diners pick the meat off similar hones with their







Geethi The bones are beautiful in a way very different from
the flashy cut crystal usually seen in chandeliers: the colour
and shapes of the bones are subtle and unusual and the shiny,
uniformly round pearls add an interesting contract in finish and
shape, while preserving the monochromatic subtlety of the object.
But the real power and interest of the chandelier lie in the
opposing associations it invokes: the primitive nature of the
bones set against the electric light bulbs; the use of primitive
materials in a formal, cultured product; and the twin questions
that it raises: is the designer trying to say that society is
barbaric beneath a veneer of civilisation? Or perhaps she is
equating the rules of civilised social behaviour with primitive

ritual and tribalism?

Daniel Weil's "Small Door" three band radio is anocther excellent
example of Dadaist bricolage in new design. (Fig 50). The
object is obviously technological in nature. No attempt has
been made to enclose or conceal ¢the electronic parts which
protrude beneath the slanting "fascia". The three band buttons
provide a welcome dash of colour, and the articulated aerial
gives another anthromorphic touch. The fascia is a smooth plane
of wood, yet the radio is still somewhat cool and undomestic -
until one sees the cotton chintz cover which hangs over the
loudspeaker like a tablecloth. The addition of the
ultra-domestic floral chintz to this stran