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This volume summarizes the experience of years of 
work in the sector and three years of study in the 
context of a doctorate on the less obvious aspects 
of industrial design, in happy contrast with many 
books on the subject that are reduced to simple 
repertoires of works, or they elude the harshest 
content, which is first of all methodological. The 
text is also the result of a reflection on the 
technologies needed to translate ideas into 
industrially producible objects. 
Therefore, if the Industrial Design, as Dino Gavina 
argued, is first and foremost a humanist activity, it 
is also production, linked to the most modern 
technologies and the most suitable materials that 
have influence on the form and on the functional 
content. 
For this reason, the research doctorate was shared 
with engineering students, in a happy experience of 
interaction between the two areas of thought and 
activity that go under the names that are briefly 
expressed in English, of “Engineering Design ”and“ 
Industrial Design”, two distinct fields, but 
increasingly interacting in the search for new 
meeting points. 

 
Alessandro Freddi 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Preface 
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In “Duck Soup” Chico Marx pronounces the famous 
phrase: Well, who you gonna believe, me or your 
own eyes? A learning process is necessary, to come 
to appreciate the less obvious side of things, and 
the first rule is: never trust your eyes,  never trust 
your first impression. Who deals with this matter 
come to consider also the good idea which  is 
beyond projects. Which is often proportional to 
simplicity. Dealing with research and new solutions, 
designers come to  know how difficult this attempt 
can be,  and learn to distinguish intelligent from 
wrong ideas. As an example, Low Rider bicycle by 
Ben Wilson, published on books and authoritative 
design revues, is in my opinion a wrong idea. 

 
1_Low Rider, recumbent bicycle, 
Ben Wilson, 1997. 

 

2_Low Rider, recumbent bicycle, 
Ben Wilson, 1997. 

1 
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3_Bicicletta Recumbent Rans Stratus. 

 

 

 
 
 
His old fashion image reminds a chopper but any 
serious bicycle rider immediately understands that 
this is more strenuous to ride and also quite 
uncomfortable. Wilson’s bike is de facto a 
“recumbent” without backrest.  Seatback is 
necessary  to use pedals from that position, as you 
can see in Ran Stratus recumbent, certainly a  more 
comfortable one.  Aside from the discomfort, you 
need to pull with arms to exert force on the pedals, 
without back. And the point of steering is distant 
from the extension of the steering axis, so the use is  
imprecise.  From an industrial point of view, 
Wilson’s bike would not make sense.  A number of 
structurally unnecessary beams, 140 for each 
wheel, makes a craftsmanship of this bike, instead 
of an industrial design product.  Mounting beams on 
bicycles is not completely machine- made and 
requires  a lot of manual work, especially if  they 
are so  crowded as to prevent automatic clumping. 
It also seams to have no brakes. I guess it has a 
coaster brake, a braking system totally inadequate 
as anyone who has tried knows. The absence of a 
cover on the chain requires a sportswear. 
Impossible not to soil his trousers. Finally, there is 
also no gear : this and the driving position make of 
this a bicycle for  plain roads only. Let’s forget 
about the frame structural design: just observe that 
the rear fork works as a cantilever, with a critical 
anchor point. 

 
Most of design books and revues doesn’t deem 
these aspects important. All the more the readers 
can’t notice this. Wilson’s bicycle makes no sense 
as a bicycle. Maybe it is more correct to consider it 
as a sculpture, beyond the value that can have as 
such. That is not the case to speak about 
aesthetics or so. And this is only one, among many 
possible cases. 
I guess from some publications that for Wilson this 
bicycle is a personal toy, as other many bizarre 
bicycles that people are having fun building. 
What is questionable is the space devoted to this 
kind of projects on books and revue dedicated to 
design. Often there is no product interpretation or 
review  in the magazine articles, so who has poor 
competence on this subject can be misled. It 
would be correct to indicate that it’s a totally 
handcraft product. Industrial and handcraft 
products are often mixed in publications, and this 
makes great confusion in aspiring young designers. 
Revues also have an educational value, whether we 
like it or not,  and  have a responsibility in the 
evolution of culture. Industrial product is 
conceptually different from craftsmanship, it 
makes no sense to continue to bring the two genres 
together, without distinction. It would be like 
consider theater and cinema as the same thing. 
 
The object in fig. 4 is a little orange and gray 
plastic connection, produced in 1968. It’s a  
practical and functional quick-fit adapter, used in 
gardens to connect rubber hoses the  water 
network. This object has been produced in more 
than one billion pieces. It’s incomparably more 
innovative, intelligent and well done than the 
bicycle you have seen. The invention of the quick 
release has completely revolutionized the 
gardening sector,  and yet it doesn’t appear in any 
design book or revue. It’s a perfectly industrial 
piece of work, calibrated to use only the necessary 
amount op plastic. Franco Clivio, who designed the 
connection together with Dieter Raffler,
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can be called Master but  very few remember his name, even 
among experts. One thing is certain: everybody notice the 
bicycle, many appreciate it, very few would notice the fitting and 
even less would appreciate his technical value. So who is 
interested in design and has the desire to understand it, should 
stop for a while to observe with his own eyes, to keep his mind 
open and wide. 
I’ve had the opportunity to meet several Masters and to work with 
some of them. I’ve noticed that all of them recognize as valid the 
same objects. There is a uniformity of criteria among skilled 
persons that make me hope in a twist of fate. Maybe in the long 
run the criteria that now seems to be absent in design books, will 
turn to consider the cleverness which is behind objects instead of 
appearance and fashion. Than many objects will disappear from 
books, and others, more deserving, will appear. I hope that a 
critic of products will develop on books and magazines,  
highlighting also problems and errors. Criticism would be healthy 
for the production. The excess of dependence of magazines on 
advertising may be a factor which hampers the normal 
development of critical thinking. 
In this work I have synthetically gathered some topics that I have 
developed in the years I’ve dedicated to teaching. I don’t believe 
in educational books on this subject, i think the craft is learned 
by doing, with time and with a good guide, but there are some 
basilar points that I think it is important to explain, and that I 
didn’t find in any textbook . The path I’ve followed is derived 
from the lessons of the pioneers of Italian design. For these 
Masters an object was the result of an ingrained material culture 
and of a long process of learning and maturation. This process 
can’t dismiss industrial design and the natural development of 
inventions. You will also find topics apparently bizarre as: 
cleanability, importance of stupidity, the aspect of dating and 
recognize products. Many aspects are presented from an eccentric 
or lateral point of view,  so I’ve exposed topics in the first person, 
with no claim to absolute truth. I think that an unusual point of 
view can be useful. I’ve tried to discuss this unexplored items in a 
light handed manner, and I hope this doesn’t make it seem less 
important. 

4_ Quick fit connection for rubber 
hoses, Franco Clivio 
e Dieter Raffler, Gardena, 1968. 
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Etymology of the 
word "design" 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Term derived from the Latin, that the Latins have subsequently derived from 
the English. 
The original Latin definition 'designare' means "to draw a sign, mark, draw, 
express, precisely indicate'. In the Anglo-American language the derived 
word "design" has different meanings, also keeping the original one 1. It 
indicates a 'plan' and refers to various areas: architecture, cars, goods, 
furniture, software, fashion, etc. 
Italians use the English term as a summary for the extended form 'disegno 
industriale', which now has a different connotation, as "disegno" means 
drawing and not design. Furthermore, what in Italian is called 'industrial 
design' is possibly closer to the American definition of 'product design', ie 
industrial goods. 
In English, the problem was to define with a single word an emerging and 
complex profession, such as the industrial products designer, that led to 
'industrial design'.  
A term that could well have included machinery or the parts of the industrial  
plants themselves 2. 

                                                                                                                               
In Italian 'disegno' is both design and drawing, but does not take into account 
the 'plan'; the “disignatore industriale” can well be he who materially draws 
the drawings, but not necessarily planned them. Also the expression 
“progettista industriale” is ambiguous  because may refer to a mechanical 
engineer 3.

2 
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The Spanish language has less difficulty, as the terms diseño and 
dibujo indicate the plan and the drawing on paper. So, 'diseño 
industrial' comes naturally. 
Germans can use 'produktgestaltung' and 'industrielle 
formgebung', some french still use 'esthetique industrielle', but 
by now the 'industrial design' definition is pretty much spread all 
over the world. 
With time the word 'design' has been used in conjunction with 
nouns that specify the field of use: car design, graphic design, 
fashion design, product design, furniture design, exhibition 
design, light design, bio design, web design, etc. 
This fragmentation may make sense, but it is often determined 
by birthright desire, as the word design is conceived as 
attractive and flawless. 
Among the numerous definitions, it is important to name at least 
the key ones.  
 
The benchmark definition is ICSID's (International Council of 
Societies of Industrial Design), in 2004. 
It expands a classic model suggested by Tomás Maldonado in 
1961: 
Purpose. Design is a creative activity the aim of which is to 
determine the faceted qualities of objects, processes, services 
and systems, in their whole life cycle. 
Design is therefore a key factor in innovative humanization of 
technologies and a crucial factor for economic and cultural 
exchange. 
Features. Design tends to discover and determine structural, 
organizational, functional, expressive and economic 
relationships, with the task of: 
- increase global sustainability and environmental protection 
(social ethics) 

– - bring benefits and freedom to the entire human community, 
both individual and collective. 

 
 
 
 
- to allow end users, producers and the market to be protagonists. 
- to support cultural diversities despite globalization (cultural ethics) 
- create products, services and systems with expressive shapes 
(semiology), coherent (esthetics) with their complexity. 
Design concerns products, services and systems conceived as 
instruments, arrangements  and logic introduced during 
industrialization and not just when they  are produced with a serial 
process. 'Industrial', as an adjective, indicates that the design has to 
be connected to the word industry, either in the sense of field of 
production, or as in 'industrious activities'. 
So design is an activity that encompasses a wide spectrum of 
professions, among which are services, graphics, interior and 
architecture. 
Joined, these activities should increase (together with other related 
professions) the value of life. 
Therefore, the term designer indicates an intellectual profession and 
not just a job or a service for business. 
 
Another important definition comes from ADI (the Italian Associazione 
per il Disegno Industriale) on their website publishes a substantially 
similar one to the ICSID. 
ADI has gathered since 1956 designers, companies, researchers, 
teachers, critics, journalists,  round the themes of design: designing, 
consuming, recycling, training. 
Its aim is to promote and to put into effect the carrying a no-profit 
design, the most appropriate terms for the design of goods and 
services, through the cultural debate, inside the institutions, the 
provision of services. 
For ADI design is culturally aware planning, the interface between 
society's individual and collective demands, and the offer of the 
producers. It intervenes  in the planning of products, 
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services, visual communications, packaging, interior design, 
environmental design. 
Design is a system that relates production with users, dealing 
with research, innovation and engineering  in order to give 
functionality, social value, cultural significance to goods and 
services across the market. 
 
Beyond the 'official' definitions it is interesting to read some by 
professionals. A 'classic' one is by Achille Castiglioni: 
It is difficult to give an exact definition of design, but I 
believe it is right to make clear how to describe what I call a 
real designer. The designer is he who, by team working, 
designs and creates real objects, for real needs. 
He must not deal in style and fashion. A designer is not a 
fanciful artist. 
His method of work is very different from an artist's (and here 
I mean artist as he who produced rare works for himself or for 
an elite). The designer produces serial objects for the 
communities 4. 
 
Bruno Munari, artist, poet and disseminator, close to the 
themes of design, suggests this definition: 
The designer is a person that designs with a sense of 
aesthetics, that works for the community. His not a personal, 
but a tem work. A designer creates a team of work to solve 
the problem it has to solve. He does not work for an elite, 
though nowadays industrial production tends to transform him 
into a stylist (a designer that acts with an artistic sense, 
aiming at an easy an fast wear), but tends to produce in the 
best way also extremely common consumer goods 5. 
 
Munari, definitely an artist, emphasizes  on aesthetics, 
entering an intangible, yet important field for consumers.. 

Ignazio Gardella's interpretation, like most great 
Masters' is a purist one: 

 
Today we often hear: that object (a piece of 
furniture, a lamp, or something else), has a good 
design, instead of it's a good piece of furniture, a 
nice lamp. This, I believe, is a sign that design is 
facing a great risk: the risk of becoming the 
"designers' design", to live in a worldly reality (or 
non-reality), to be far from the complex reality in 
which the authenticity of everyday goods is so 
important. 
Such an authenticity can be measured in the 
difficulty of discerning object and design 6. 

 
Finally, it is also important to understand what 
people associate the word "design" with. 
On the internet there is a survey carried out by the 
Ministry of the Economy of the Flanders, on the 
association of ideas linked to the word design, in a 
sample of 400 managers 7. 
It is clear that the form-appearance is the one that 
mostly comes out. 
Functionality and simplicity come only at 7,5% and 
1,8%. Technology is not even mentioned. 
This survey reflects also the answers by students  to 
the same query, given them at the beginning of 
their courses. 
It is then evident, according to this data, that the 
definition of the term 'design' by the field 
professionals differs from the common sense. 

 

 
1 Vilém Flusser, Filosofia del design, Bruno Mondadori, Milano 2003. 
2 Paolo Tedeschi, La genesis de las formas y el diseño industrial, 
Editorial Universitaria. Buenos Aires 1962. 
3 Tomás Maldonado, Disegno industriale: un riesame, Feltrinelli, Milano 1976. 
4 Courtray, of  19 October 1970. It is reported in  Sergio Polano, Achille 
Castiglioni 1918-2002. Edizioni Electa, Milano 2001. 
5 Bruno Munari, Artista e designer, Laterza, Roma-Bari 1971. 
6 Parola di designer a cura di Paolo Frello e Roberto Marcatti, Editrice Abitare 
Segesta, Sesto S. Giovanni 1994. 
7 Esomar Public Sector Social Resarch Berlin (Germany), May 2004. 

 
 
 
 
 

Associazioni provocate dalla 
parola “design” in un campione 
di 400 manager 

 

 
Compagnie CV, Grasping The 
Ungraspable, a study for the 
Ministry of Economy of Flanders. 
May 2004 
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Observation, science and design: a war genesis 
The text is taken from Il designer non è un artista estroso, text of a conference of Achille Castiglioni in C 

 
 
 
 

design. 
 

 
In order to better understand the term 'design', we will go back to its origin 
and observe how the term is linked to designing and drawing. 
We've seen that what in Italy is defined as design is uncertain, and often 
depends on the category of people that use the word design. 
It's an evolving term. We know that the meaning and the words change, 
through knowledge and through ignorance (or Italians would still speak 
Latin), and we just need to acknowledge this. Let's try and see design as 
'plan', leaving aside the aesthetic side of it. Aesthetics implies philosophic, 
anthropologic, genetic and cultural components so subtle to yield it as 
impalpable, slimy. 
Going back to the original meaning of the word design, we've seen it is 
derived from the Latin words 'de' (concerning) and 'signum' (sign), and in a 
broader sense of plan, project. 
'Project', in turn, derives from 'pro' (forward) 'iacere' (throw, drop). As 
etymology suggests, a project is a time-space application of thought. Thought 
that leaps forward. With it, we imagine a behavior, a shape, a solution, 
launching it into the future, mentally verifying all its possibilities. Thought, 
experimentation, science, are noting else but project. It's the verb made 
matter. After all, we can imagine man as matter, that, having become aware 
of itself, invents other forms. 
The roots of design are then, probably stones used as tools. Something to 
throw, in fact.

3 
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1_Amigdala acheuleana. 

The most sophisticated artifacts we now know, come 
from this  stone, thanks to hundreds of thousands 
years of refinement. 
The stone on its own is not sufficient, though, as an 
explanation. Some kinds of monkeys and birds, too, 
behave in a similar manner. What they don't do is 
changing its form in order to refine its feature: to 
plan ahead! If we look at prehistoric artifacts, we 
see they're built better than would be fair. So why 
this waste of time? One would think that primitive 
men enjoyed his work. Maybe this perfection was 
due to some kind of social recognition,  it was a way 
to feel the object more powerful, to give it more 
strength. It is possible that finding the well built 
object pleasing could have been the first aesthetic 
pleasure ever produced in humanity; an experience 
destined to be shared, inherited, and improved. 
One can reasonably say that tools, like mechanical 
systems and architecture, have evolved from 
primitive systems, through testing. This lengthy and 
continuous evolution has known leaps, when 
inventors, whether anonymous or known, through 
invention and synthesis of existing solutions, 
introduced innovation elements. 
So history is able to trace an evolution by certain 
means similar to natural evolution, that evolves with 
mankind's constructions. Some that will be extinct, 
others towards solutions that give impression of 
never ending development, and others that remain 
and still are used in our society, without further 
evolution 1. 
With our better-than-needed primitive toll we've 
hinted at the pleasure one feels at a well done job. 
We've speculated on a social gratification, or to an 
aesthetic or speculative experience. So why is this 
'lost' time so important as a impalpable  added 
value? Uppermost we must consider that in nature 
everything works on an energy least waste possible 
basis: 

planetary orbit follows such a rule, as does a river 
flowing down a valley; an unused muscle atrophies, as 
does an unused brain. nature tends not to waste. 
Must we then think that our prehistoric artisan's waste 
of time is 'unnatural'.  Is this what we mean by the term 
'artificial'? 
Has our prehistoric artisan 'seen’ beyond, has he 
'planned' driven by a possible future benefit? Such an 
advantage would not easily be conscious nor visible. 
This seems to be the basis of every plan and of the 
scientific process; the nucleus of thought that allows us 
to understand how the universe works. Both a project 
method and a scientific one begin with an assumption 
and verify it through trial and error. 
In order to understand how a project develops, let's try 
to examine an anonymous invention, common to all 
civilizations (apart form the Aboriginal one): the bow 
(from the Greek, 'Archi': beginning). 
It is not a trivial plan and precedes by some 20.000 years 
the invention of the wheel. 
Some findings lead to think the Bow appeared at the 
beginning of the Upper Paleolithic (35.000- 8.000 B.C.). 
The simple bow uses wood's natural features: the 
harder, inner part (heartwood), able to sustain 
compressive stresses, and an external, more elastic part 
(sapwood), fit for tensile stresses. A branch of hard 
wood (yew, for instance), used to be cut lengthwise so 
as to leave the hardwood in the compressive part and 
the sapwood in the tense part. 
It is also to be added that the bow would be totally 
ineffective were it not for the technologically 
complexity of the arrow. Just think of the invention of 
the feathering, a system that acts as a flight stabilizer 
and to allow the throw to be precise, also at a long 
distance. 
 
The bow and arrow invention implies observation and 
speculative thought, we hinted at: someone must have 
noted that the wood has the property of gathering 
energy. In itself that is not sufficient, it was necessary 
to imagine a system to deliver this energy. 
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Anyone who as a boy has tried to build a bow, knows 
it's not at all a simple thing. 

The first thing one learns is that not all woods do 
the job. You need a hard wood, that is also elastic. 
If it's too hard, it'll break, or it will be difficult to 
bend. If it is too soft it would lead to pulping. The 
use of a thin, but strong rope is also necessary. 
Once this is obtained, one's at half the effort. The 
object to be thrown (from the latin 'ob-iectu', to be 
thrown), is  the most difficult part. A good arrow 
has the same  aerodynamic qualities of a missile: 
it's balanced and has sophisticated wing stabilizers 
(spiral feathering) that, when mounted with a slight 
approach angle  cause a rotatory stabilizing 
movement. It's the same principle of the rifling 
barrel of modern guns. 
The power of a bow (considering the same material) 
is given by the arm length  and by the length of the 
rod.. That's the principle behind the Longbow. This is 
what Winston Churchill  wrote in 'the Birth of Britain' 
referring to the use of the longbow introduced by 
Edward I:  
“The English people stood at this time possessed of a 
commanding weapon, the qualities of which were 
utterly unsuspected abroad. (...) The power of the 
long-bow and the skill of the bowmen had developed 
to a point where even the finest mail was no certain 
protection. At two hundred and fifty yards the arrow 
hail produced effects never reached again by 
infantry missiles at such a range until the American 
civil war. 2” 
Nationalism made Churchill forget that an arch, 
technically more sophisticated and comparable in 
power to the long bow,  had already been invented 
in history: the composite bow, born from observing 
that wood is a naturally composite material. 
Appeared in the III millennium b.C. in western Asia, 
the composite bow could be handled also riding a 
horse, where a short bow was indispensable. 
This need had developed a revolutionary new 
technology: a structure with variable profile 
realized with the combination of wooden horn and 
tendon, with maximum use of their natural features. 
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3_ The composite bow. The arms, strongly curved forward, made with a 
combination of flexible materials, mean that the extension of the rope is 
significant even if the arc is relatively small. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An preloaded structure, so complex to be looked to in 
amazement. Adhesives made from leather and from the 
swim bladder of fish were used, in Asia, to paste the 
tendon on the bow back. Tendon has a high tensile 
strength, assessable around 200 Newton by square 
millimeter, more or less four time that of wood bow . The 
use of tendon allows to build a shorter bow without 
sacrificing the extension of the rope. One of the principal 
advantages consists in the fact that when the bow isn’t 
strung, the form is folded forward. 
So when the bow is strung the two wings are subject to a 
higher tension and store more energy then a simple bow. 
Short wings also involve a more efficient transfer of 
energy: the long and heavy wing of the high potency 
simple bow consumed energy to move forwards when the 
rope was released, so the transfer of energy to the arrow 
was less efficient. 

2 The long bow 
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Often war and technology, war and project walk together. 
So let’s go back to our speculative thought, to the project, 
our “pro-iacere”. Although unnatural, it has an utility, this 
is obvious. From this point of view we can see clearly that 
“artificial”, “artisan”, “artefact”, “artificiere”(blaster), “ 
artigliere”(gunner), “artist” , have in common the word 
“art” from latin “ar-tem” composed of the Arian root “ar” 
,  that in sanskrit-zendo means to go, to attack etc. 3. 
These words have in common something of unnatural, 
something thought, projected. “artificiere” and “artist” 
seam to be distant terms, but if we think about it the most 
unnatural, the most artificial thing in the world is exactly 
art 4. 
 
Speculative thought, science, technology and war seem 
together in human evolution, but not art. Art is a special 
category.  Yet it is at the root of all the rest. Greek 
language confirm it,  too: in Greek art is “tèchne”,  the 
root of the words technique and technology. Tèchne, that 
we generally find linked to “poiesis” (production) has an 
indoeuropean root: “tek” (weaving) the same root that 
from latin comes to the Italian words canvas (tela), loom 
(telaio), head (testa), and text (testo). 
A good link if we think that from  the loom derives 
mechanics and from the Jacquard’s loom  derives 
computer. Also for Romans the word “ars” refers to a 
profession. His meaning was linked to very practical, 
manual tasks. The idea that links art to an esthetic 
expression is a modern idea indeed, although Plato had 
already raised the issue. The same word Esthetics is a 
modern one. Alexander Baumgarte in 1750 published in 
latin Aesthetica (from Greek “aisthesis”: to  feel, to 
percept). 
In ancient times the artistic process was based on technical 
and design details and devices, derived from observation, 
analysis and experience. Only in the Middle Ages appears 
the demarcation between liberal and applied arts, which 
leads to separate technical and aesthetic aspects. This 
demarcation will be increased in the Renaissance, rising 
Art as a means of aesthetic knowledge and investigation, 
starting an evolution which will lead to conceive art as a 
creation of new and autonomous languages. 
 
 
 
 

 
Of the original meaning remains the bellicose idea of going, 
of attack, referring to the distortion of canons and codified 
language that art achieves. 
We could say that art represents pure speculative thought, 
today. A thought that represents world in a sensitive and 
non symbolized way. The language we use is composed by 
symbols which represent world and make it accessible and 
shareable. Through art we see a language still not conscious, 
still not symbolized. A different vision of the world. And it is 
exactly a different vision of the world around us that make 
us imagine new things and build them. 
Obviously the designer isn’t an artist and viceversa, but this 
common intuitive and speculative root, is important. 
Drawing is an activity that liberate the mind from coded 
symbols. Drawing reproducing reality implies an objective 
non coded observation of the world around us. It may seem 
commonplace, but in order to imagine and design new things 
you need to learn to “see”, to observe the world catching 
shapes and proportions as a first thing. This ability is the 
necessary basis to create a personal symbolic universe, both 
technical and artistic. A minority quality in the human 
population. Historically the role of creative and artist was 
played by the shaman. A prestigious role, for a few. A role 
of mediation with divine. Who knows? Maybe true artists are 
a few because their quality (profound observation of the 
world) was contrary to the rules of survival. These rules 
have benefited the ability to react quickly to the perception 
of a shape. 
As an example a normal reaction could be: long and thin 
shape = snake = escape. 
From an artist point of view the reaction is, instead: long 
and thin shape = interesting, observe it = artist dead. It’s a 
paradox, obviously, but it’s plausible. Excess of sensitivity is 
a feature hardly useful
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4_A symbolic approach and a 

realistic. 

for those who want to survive in this world. So we see 
that the ability to draw is not a common skill. If you 
ask someone to draw an egg, normally he draws it 
vertically. 
Those who don’t know how to draw (the majority) will 
draw the symbol, not the egg. No coincidence if in the 
drawing the egg has a sharper edge than in reality, 
because symbolic drawings emphasize the features. 
Who knows how to draw mentally visualize the egg, 
and draw it as seen, horizontally or laid on a surface. 
The egg test was conducted several times, both with 
students, and with the most different persons.  
Generally, we require to sign the sheet, so as to have 
a spatial orientation of the drawing. The result has 
always been the same. Generally only one person on 
fifteen  
Usually only one person in 15 draws the egg in a 
realistic way, and not symbolically. This person is 
always that who knows how to draw, or has the ability 
to imagine objects, spatially. The egg has been 
correctly represented also by a friend of mine, a 
carpenter  with no particular skill for drawing. 
Working with objects, manually, and building them, 
enable this spatial ability. So it is important for those 
who want to learn how to design, to practice a craft 
activity. 
Who knows how to write,  has also the means and the 
muscular coordination necessary to draw, and only 
needs to learn to see.  Betty Edwards “Drawing on the 
Right Side of the Brain” is interesting. It explains how 
the left brain (where language resides) normally 
prevails on the right brain (presiding over space 
faculties). This book propose some didactic exercises, 
which prevent from symbolize what we are looking at, 
and force to an objective observation of reality. As an 
example, when forgers reproduce a signature, they 
use the technique of copying it 

upside down, to avoid recognize symbols (letters, in 
this case). 
The text is not a scientific one, but it quotes some 
important studies about brain function 5.   
The argument appears to be founded, at least 
empirically, and the suggested techniques actually 
work. Many people who adopted the method report 
that now when they draw  they observe things in a 
different way , and have quickly learned how to 
draw. If Betty Edwards thesis is correct, we can 
suppose that the ability to realistic drawing common 
to some children affected by autism is linked to 
their lack of verbal communication, that is to say 
symbolized. Right brain spatial ability seems to be 
free to express, with an impressive realism as a 
result. 
In these autistic children’s brain the language area 
(symbolic) doesn’t elaborate how it should. So visual 
and spatial area seems  to take the lead. 
Let’s see the extraordinary cases of BX and Nadia 
(invented names). 
BX extraordinary ability for drawing (autistic since 
the age of four) suddenly appeared when he was 15, 
with no preceding practical trials. BX used to draw 
by hart, starting from one sheet corner and closing 
the drawing without any graphic construction 6. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5_ A drawing of BX, an 
autistic child. Even without 
any study, the perspective 
view is perfectly respected.
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6_ A drawing by Nadia, an 
autistic child, of obvious realism 
and excellent graphic 
performance. 

Even more impressive is Nadia case, recorded by Lorna 
Selfe in her “Nadia: a case of extraordinary drawing 
ability in an autistic child”. 

It’s about a child of three years and a half able to 
draw images of extraordinary quality in an 
impressively realistic way. At the age of eight Nadia 
improved her lexical knowledge and lost most of her 
extraordinary ability, starting to draw as other 
children do.  Non autistic children learn to use a 
symbolic language, when drawing. They draw learned 
or personal, invented  symbols. In other worlds, they 
draw the symbolic form of their own world. 

  

So mental schemas related to the symbol and its 
representation probably preclude to draw 
realistically. Symbolic language fundamental for the 
development of human higher cognitive faculties, 
but it can also be a potential brake. It frequently 
facilitates pre-established patterns that inhibit deep 
observation. Mental schemas are useful tools to 
make our relationship with the world faster and 
easier. Trying to get out of the old thought patterns 
requires an effort and a different mental habit. But 
the gain is high and allows us to consider a problem 
in an original way and to deeply perceive the world 
around us. If we think about it, this is at a basis for 
project and innovation. 
Design and drawing can be seen as synonymous, as 
the etymological meaning suggests. Creative process 
and imaginative process are based on the ability to 
observe, and we can reasonably assert that those 
who can’t observe, can’t draw and can’t design. 
When we design, we create a mental image of 
something which does not exist yet, based on a 
wealth of experience and observation. A wealth that 
must be wide, necessarily. 
So to windup we could say that observation and 
drawing link artists and designers to a common 
methodological root. However, I would specify that 
they are two different figures. A designer is still a 
planner in a classical way, linked to tools and 
techniques belonging to his time, that he must 
apply consciously and methodically. An artist is 
completely free from any tie and doesn’t need to 
be completely aware of what he is doing. 
 
1 Alessandro Freddi, Dall’osservazione alla scienza, text of course dedicated 
to the students of the Collegio Superiore of the University of Bologna 
2 Winston S. Churchill, Birth of Britain, Buccaneer Books, June 1994. 
3 Ottorino Pianigiani, Vocabolario Etimologico della Lingua Italiana, Melita, La 
Spezia 1991. 
4 Vilém Flusser.  Filosofia del design, Bruno Mondadori, Milano 2003 
5 In a recent study published in the journal "Brain and Cognition" has found 
that people can increase the number and quality of their original ideas  when 
increases the interaction between the left and right hemispheres of the brain, 
reducing the dominance of the left hemisphere with simple exercises. This 
research seems to further confirm the hypothesis of Betty Edwards. 
6 Maureen Cox, Kate Eames, Contrasting Styles of Drawing in Gifted 
Individuals whit Autism, “Autism. The International Journal of Research and 
Practise”, 3,4,1999, pp 397-409. 
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Handicraft and Industry, 
genesis of the industrial idea 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
To have the origin of “design” clear, we have to go back to 
the genesis of the industrial idea, and its artisan matrix. It is 
crucial to clarify the difference between handicraft and 
industry. Their boundary is not as clear and defined as it 
might seem at first sight, and it varies in time with the 
different technologies. An artisan is the person who create 
objects, which are similar or different from each, having the 
entire process under control and mainly using hands. He uses 
his skill and experience to improvise solutions and solve 
problems. He often is also a designer and it is the union of 
mind and hand that characterizes the craftsmanship.  
Industry was first born as logical thought than as a technical 
aspect. Industry was born as a necessity to produce a large 
number of identical objects. Time, effort, money and war, 
are the levers that drove artisans to devise more effective 
methods of production, till creating modern industry. These 
motivations were largely catalyzed by the creation of 
empires, such as that of the Emperor Qin Shihuang or the 
Roman Empire. The need to standardize on a huge 
production was inevitable. Objects or parts of objects 
produced in different parts of the empire were to match, 
and design was forced to adapt to this requirement, 
adhering to a logic of industrial production. Industry hasn’t 
the sole aim to create a complete product, it can also cover 
 only parts.

4 
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The labor used no longer involves the knowledge of 
the entire process, and can be just pure work force. 
This drive towards mass-production has advanced in 
centuries, and exploded in the second half of XVIII 
century with the Industrial Revolution.  The 
invention of the steam engine and the availability of 
coal, a source of limitless energy independent from 
rivers and wind, has allowed a huge increase in 
production, and has encouraged the creation of 
machines that exploit this energy.  Since then, the 
work of man has been increasingly influenced by the 
machine, and manual labor and craft have been 
relegated to more restricted spaces. This doesn’t 
mean that craftsmanship has disappeared. It 
survives inside and outside industry, often in a 
complementary relation. Product development leads 
in many cases to the creation of  research centers, 
in industry,  managed by technicians and craftsmen. 
The molds and the optimization of machines that 
must adapt to a particular product line, are the 
result of a long and patient craftsmanship. A large 
number of artisans works for the industry, and there 
are many semi-industrial and semi- artisan 
companies. 
Maybe people, when thinking of crafts, mainly have 
the image of a small potter or carpenter's workshop. 
At least in the West a much broader reality of 
artisan companies exists, which produce unique 
pieces or small print runs, made by hand using 
complex technologies and machines. Think of a 
spaceship or a particle accelerator. Some of the 
elements that compose them are made in an artisan 
way. The border remains more ambiguous in the 
field of furniture. Often the manual interaction is 
significant, and the causes can be a wrong project 
or a limited edition. A small number makes it 
impossible to amortize the costs of a production 
structure, and is therefore inevitable to choose a 
semi-industrial production. The plants, molds, the 
cost of inventory, packaging and personnel, 

require planning large numbers. Even the distinction 
between industrial and artisan objects is not 
automatic. Craft items are mistaken for industrial, 
and vice versa, with widespread ambiguity. In 
principle, any object can be produced industrially, 
even the most absurd: you can invent machines to 
produce it. But if there is no point producing it, for 
the reasons  previously cited, that object will never 
be truly industrial. It will be an object not suitable 
to be industrially produced, and therefore his cost 
will be inappropriate. The industrial design is 
conceptually different from handicraft production. 
When designing for the industry, you always have in 
mind the factory technology, calibrating the project 
to the logic of automation to simplify the production 
process. When designing for the craft it is logic to 
enhance its skills and manual labor, emphasizing the 
value of material. If, for example, working in the 
solid wood, it makes sense to use a processing that 
emphasize this aspect, which may not be possible 
with veneered panels. It is evident that designing 
for the artisan leaves more freedom and can be 
considered, in this sense, closest  to the artistic 
process.  
So, when did this “industrial thought” result? Many 
genesis are found in books, all with their reason to 
be. Some refers to the set up of Johannes 
Gutenberg's movable type in 1450, even if Chinese 
and Koreans will claim the birthright. The Chinese 
invented Pi Sheng mobile wooden ideographs in the 
forth decade of XI century, and the Koreans those in 
bronze at the beginning of XV century, with the 
founding of the Institute of King Taejong for 
document printing. The conception of Gutenberg 
was certainly serial, but just like so many other 
previous productions, and the process was slow and 
absolutely artisan,  and this remained for centuries, 
albeit with continuous improvements. Its 
introduction has been important,  but more than 
technologically, from a conceptual point of view. 
So, I never entirely agree when the invention of the 
printing is quoted as a genesis for the industrial 
product. An acceleration towards the industrial 
evolution of the print,  will only take place in the 
late eighteenth century, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1_Manufacture of an adobe. 
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2_ Abacus of the measures, 
Palace of the Captain of the 
People, Assisi, 1349. 

 
 
 
 
 

3_ Overlapping shapes for 
simultaneous casting, used by 
ancient Chinese foundry dating 

back to 24-220 b.C. 

with the first continuous paper making machine, and 
in 1814 with the powered cylinder printing machine 
by Friedrich Koenig. 
Other texts consider the industrial revolution as a 
beginning, but these views seem to me somewhat 
simplistic, as if until that moment nothing relevant 
had happened. 
If we consider the seriality as an array of industrial 
idea it makes more sense to start with "adobe", the 
clay brick built with the aid of a wooden mould and 
dried out in the Sun. It’s the first example I can 
think about, of a standardized process. The raw 
brick or adobe (Spanish term from the Arabic 
"attub") dates back to the Mesolithic. They consist 
of clay, water and chopped straw, with the possible 
addition of manure or sand. They are left to harden 
in the sun and are better thermal insulators than 
those cooked in the oven. 
A brick is the perfect symbol of the idea of mass 
production and standardization (the matrices of 
industrialization). Even today, the measures of bricks 
and tiles respect the same rules and proportions as 
thousands of years ago. 
To go back to a proper industry, a good example is in 
the magazine ≪Le Scienze≫ (n. 175   1983) under 
the title “The mass production of iron castings in 
ancient China”. The article illustrates an 
archaeological research that has found an ancient 
foundry dating from around AD 24-220, with 
absolutely modern features. This foundry was using 
the techniques of casting with overlapping moulds, 
born in China between 800 and 500 BC. In this article 
the author, Hua Jue-ming, describes an advanced 
technology that, through the use of multiple forms 
overlapping, allowed to obtain many spouts with a 
single casting. during excavations at the foundry 
forms of pottery still stacked and covered with clay 
were found. 
We can see the pattern of this in the drawing, here. 
The system allowed in a single casting a multiple 
fusion. In this case, it deals with keys for axles. We 
can see that the technology is 

the same as that still in use today. A part from the casting 
here described, the Chinese also used shell melting, for 
simple forms. Here is an excerpt from the interesting 
description Hua Jue- Ming gave us: 
 
In Europe, as well as in the east and in India, the first iron 
objects were obtained by fusion and subsequent forging. A 
spongy mass of almost pure iron, rich in slag, was obtained 
by fusion. The red-hot mass was converted in metal 
beating it with a hammer and squeezing out most of the 
viscous slag. Finished iron objects were obtained heating 
the mass in a forge, and forging it on an anvil. In China a 
different way was followed to obtain iron. Chinese 
artisans, using more fuel and blowing more air into the 
furnaces then the western colleagues, reached the 
conditions to lead iron to complete melting, so to obtain a 
slag-free metal, rich in carbon. The presence of the 
carbon was important, because the melting temperature 
of iron decreases with the increasing carbon content in it. 
Pure iron doesn’t melt under 1535°C, a temperature which 
only ovens come into use in the nineteenth century can 
reach. When iron contains 4.3 percent of carbon, becomes 
completely liquid at 1130°C, only about eighty degrees 
more than what is necessary to melt bronze. In China, 
once discovered this property for the white cast iron, it 
didn’t take long to those founders, which already 
mastered bronze casting with skill, to understand that the 
same processing could be done with iron rich in carbon, 
that is to say starting from a mineral much more 
important  in nature 1.  
 
The serial production of the clay moulds was made more 
rapid by the use of metal brackets. The design of these 
brackets, similar to the modern ones,
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4_ Half forms coupling, used in 
the casting of cast iron, using the 
technique of overlapping shapes. 
From the first form you get four 
buckles, from the second two 
rings. 

 
 

5_ Horse bites and bushings for 
axles  obtained for overlapping of 
shapes  2000 years old. 

allowed to obtain thousands of forms to be 
coupled and overlap. 
Than the overlapped forms were baked and the 
cast iron was poured when the forms were still 
hot, so as to obtain more pieces and finer details.  
In fact, the metal was cooled more slowly so as to 
better penetrate into the interstices. The original 
mould of the foundry can be seen in the photos. 
With moulds as old as two thousands years, it was 
possible to obtained multiple meltings of buckles 
for harness, bits for horses and bushing for axles. 
Because of their thickness,  the number of 
bushings that could be obtained was limited. 
The buckles for harness, the ploughshares and the 
tools obtained through this technology, were  a 
true revolution. To design for this technology 
compelled to consider the object for an industrial 
production. It obliged to take account of 
undercuts, of section, of standard and 
stackability.  These foundries were specialized 
only in some products and it is clear that the 
elements belonging to a cart came from different 
places in the Empire, and had to fit. 
To find similar standardization examples, we have 
to come to Roman Empire. Also in this case, the 
needs of a huge military and administrative 
management had imposed the adoption of 
standardized models, especially for arms 
production. Even today, many measurement and 
rules derive from Roman civilization. 
Among the many inventions that have preceded 
and enabled the industrial revolution, we can cite 
the mill, largely in use among the Romans. 
Agricola’s treatise “De Re Metallica” describes his 
use. In the image, we can see a representation 
with the scheme of operation. The principle of 
cams is applied, here, to a mill for rock crushing. 
Mills, together with the invention of cams, 
enabled the genesis of automatic machine. The 
cam could transform a continuous motion (the 
rotation of the waterwheel) into a reciprocating 
motion, useful for forging the metal and the base 
of automation. 

 

 
 

 

Escapement is a medieval invention, very important for 
mechanics, and at the basis of  watch-making. It was 
introduced in Europe around 1300, but was already 
existent in China. Also escapement convert motion 
from continuous to reciprocating. Useful, for example, 
to share impulses to the pendulum. 
However, the main invention for industrial evolution is  
the loom.  Very ancient origin, it has evolved to the 
conception of many of the mechanisms that have 
generated automatic machines and information 
technology. In 1725 Basile Bouchon, a crafts worker 
from Lyon, introduced a system of perforated paper 
tape that will lead to Joseph Marie Jacquard loom in 
1804. Cards were read by a system of  needles rows, 
whose passage was allowed only where they met holes. 
The warp yarns were lifted automatically allowing the 
rapid passage of the shuttle in the weft. The system 
was so efficient to provoke a rebellion among Lyon 
workers, whose population depended almost entirely 
on the weaving and was in danger of losing the job. 
Even if the City Council ordered the destruction of the 
looms, these had already largely spread around the 
world and the success of the technology was 
irreversible. 
The extraordinary aspect of the invention,  that at the 
time nobody would have imagined, was the 
introduction of binary code, the basis for computer 
science. The holes of the punched card  or the lack of 
them allowed or not the fulfillment of an action. 

 

 
 

6_ Georg Pawer (Agricola), De re 
metallica, VIII, 1556, machine for 
the crushing of the material. 
7_ Scheme of operation of 
the cam. The motion is 
transformed by rotation in 
alternating. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

8_ Frames Jacquard. 1804. 
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9_ Silk mill of Bologna. Museum 
of Industrial Heritage of Bologna. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10_ Zed wheel. Museum of 
Industrial Heritage of Bologna. 

The same function later on performed by valves and 
transistors. 
Other inventions are linked to weaving. In Bologna, 
for example, at Museo del Patrimonio Industriale 
there is a reproduction in scale of the round mill for 
silk, originating from Lucca, with all the innovations 
introduced between the fourteenth and sixteenth 
centuries. It is a complex machine for the silk 
spinning and twisting. 
Thanks to the mill technology Bologna became in 
the twentieth century an important center for the 
production of the automatic machines. All the 
extraordinary inventions matured in silk mills 
technology moved and perfected in the industrial 
mechanics. 
A fundamental invention which derives from mills is 
the zed wheel (ruota a zeta), 
a fundamental mechanism for dosage and packaging 
automatic machines. It transform a continuous 
rotary motion in a step by step advancing motion. 
An evolution of the principle of the cam and 
escapement that we have seen before. 
In 1789, the year of the James Watt steam engine 
patent to which the Industrial Revolution is 
considered to coincide, the mechanical industry was 
mature for his exponential expansion. The 
availability of a source of energy released by rivers 
and wind allowed to start mass production. 
Industrial design is strictly linked to the 
development of technic. This aspect is seldom 
underlined, so as the fact that every object derives 
from countless previous objects and lives in a 
material culture continuously evolving. 
For those who do design,  the knowledge of this 
culture is essential and its value can be often read 
in the best realizations. 

 
 
 
 

1 From «Le Scienze» 175, 1983. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11_ Steam engine. James Watt, 
1969.



 

 
 
 
 

Evolution of objects 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Objects, too, follow evolution. Most of the objects, 
mainly anonymous, that surround us, have more and 
more evolved, from simple forms to a more or less 
definite stage. 
An extraordinary example of form evolution is the 
scythe. It is probably derived from the sickle 
(evolved from a knife).  
The handle progressively stretches (like in the old 
Chinese harvest knife, for example), and shape of 
the blade tilts. 
A perfectly organic instrument is obtained, able to 
used for complex movements (rotary and draw 
motions) in order to create a horizontal movement, 
parallel to the ground. The blade's curve eases the 
sliding of the edge so as to be more efficient. 
A straight blade is destined to work by compression, 
and thus is less effective. The scythe's blade is first 
forged and then hammered into shape. The creation 
of an outline border and ribs provide the necessary 
stiffness. 
Those who used it, carried a few accessories with 
them: a water filled horn and a sharpening stone, 
together with a short hammer and small peg anvil. 
The hammer was necessary to repair the damage 
produced by the inevitable stones in the ground. 
The hay scythe, or long shaft scythe was already in 
use during Roman times;  
the handles are probably a medieval invention. 
The use of the scythe is by no means intuitive, it 
must be learned, and its learning curve is similar to 
that of bicycle riding. 

 

 
 

  
 

1_ Neolithic sickle with 
wooden handle and blade  
inserted obliquely. Finding in 
the site "La marmotta", 
Bracciano Lake. 
2_ Traditional sickle. 
3_ Kama. Sickles with handle. 

 

 
 

4_ Blade of the scythe. 

 
 
 

 
5_ The scythe depicted in a 
mosaic of the XII century in St. 
Philibert Tournus. 
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6_ The Celerifero. 

 

 
7_ The “Draisienne” of the 
Baron Karl Christian Ludwig 
Drais von Sauerbrohn. 

Just like the bicycle, the scythe must be adapted 
in size. 
Laborers used to buy the single blade and built the 
shaft to their liking. 
Nowadays there are metallic shafts with 
adjustable handles. 
Those who first go to the gym, and then take the 
elevator in a two-storey building should meditate 
that the scythe is a totally free sport. 
By cutting the grass this way, you avoid harassing 
your neighbors, and train to coordinate your body. 
Let's now take a look at the interesting evolution 
of the bicycle, a relatively recent invention. 
Contrary to what one might think, the dates of the 
development of the bicycle are similar to those of 
the car. 
The first thing that reminds us of a bike, was 
called  Celerifero (later called Velocipede). 
It was thought up in 1791, we don't know by 
whom, it became famous thanks to Count Mede de 
Sivrac that enjoyed showing off in Paris's public 
parks. Little more than a toy for adults, it had two 
wooden wheels, but no steering nor pedals. 
Later, in 1817, the Celerifero was improved by 
Baron Karl Christian Ludwig Drais von Sauberbrohn, 
and named "Draisienne" (or Dandy Horse). The new 
model enabled steering, but, like all the foot-push 
models, wore the shoe-soles. 
One of the ways to avoid the use of feet on the 
ground, was to provide the rear wheel with cranks. 
The first to use this system was probably 
Kirkpatrick MacMillan in 1839. 
A further improvement in 1861 was probably 
thanks to Pierre Michaux, with a front wheel 
binding. Pierre Michaux certainly improved this 
model at a later date. 
A certain efficiency was obtained with the Ariel 
steel frame race-model. Patented by James 
Starley and William Hillmann in 1870. At first sight 
Lallement and Ariel models might seem an 
involution, but in fact  

 

 
8 

 
8_ Draisine with levers, 1868. 
9_ Bicyclo Lallement, 1865. 
10_ Bicyclo Ariel, James 
Starley and William Hillmann, 
1870. 
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11_Bicyclette, Harry John 
Lawson, 1879. 

 

12_Rover Safety bicyle, 1885. 

the top gear front wheel pedals were more efficient 
than the previous levers. In order to obtain some 
kind of speed, a large was necessary. Various 
technical innovations were found on this model: the 
structural lightness of the metal frame, the 
invention of metal wire spokes, the tension 
structure (as opposed to the compression structure 
of previous models, like the metal or wood rods), 
and a system for the regulation of the spokes, by 
means of levers that provide the rotation of the hub 
1. 
The name bicycle (appeared first in a patent of 
1869 by J. I. Stassen), is due to Harry John Lawson, 
that in 1879 registered a chain drive bicycle 
(invented the same year by Louis Sergent) with 
smaller and safer wheels (the bicyclette). Funnily 
enough, and without any technical reason, the front 
wheel was still bigger than the rear. This comes to 
show that often habit to coded forms is an obstacle 
to design. 
It did not have a great success, but it stimulated 
other solutions that paved the way to a mass 
destined vehicle. 
At the end of the Nineteenth century there were 
over half a million bicycles, just in Italy. 

 

 
We then arrive at the first modern bike, the Rover 
safety bicycle of 1855, chain-driven diamond shape 
steel frame. Before long it would be equipped with 
tires (vulcanized rubber tires, filled with air), 
developed by the vet John Boyd Dunlop in 1888, 
following the invention by Charles Goodyear. 

This was soon substituted by the invention by Edoardo 
Michelin, developed by Giovanni Battista Pirelli. 
These two invention, as well as  Jules-Pierre Suriray's 
invention of the ball-bearing, dated 1861, that 
allowed a great expansion of the bicycle. 
The previously used rubber tire full was extremely 
uncomfortable , especially considering the 
cobblestone of the time. 
From the Rover Safety to a complete triangular based 
frame, is a short step: in the following bicycle, from 
1890, we see this and other improvements. There's 
the front brake lever, the fork's ball bearing blocking 
system  is very similar to the one still used today.  
The fork's twist allows a more fluid steering. This 
happens when the extension o the line of steering is 
very close to the wheel's point of contact with the 
ground. 
Fausto Coppi's 1950 Bianchi is practically identical to 
current race bikes. 
The frame's design will vary in time, but is 
substantially the same. 
These is a change in the gear system (Coppi's bike had 
a primitive two gear lever Campagnolo system), the 
pedals will change from toe clip to quick release, but 
what will evolve most will be the materials used. 
After an extreme steel frame refinement, there has 
been an improvement in aluminum, titanium and 
carbon fiber. 
Race bike have reached such a light weight that it is 
difficult to imagine a further loss of weight, without 
compromising safety. 
The bicycle were relatively important also during 
WWII. the need to be able to carry them on one's 
shoulders developed folding bikes. Now there are 
countless models. 
This wonderful invention allows a perfect union 
between man and machine. It enables us to discover 
new worlds and a different urban perspective. Its low 
speed fosters thoughts, and an original perception of 
space and scenery. It allows to practice sport and not 
to pollute. It's a great antistress therapy. With very 
little practice urban use becomes very practical, 
finding parking is easy, you avoid queues, you save 
money, and, in the end, time. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

13_ Bicycle with chain drive. 

 
 
 

14_ Bicycle Bianchi, which 
belonged to Fausto Coppi, 
1950. 

 

15_Jacques Tati, Jour de fête, 1949. 
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This small example comes to show many objects, 
even if they are invented, they are difficult to have 
their origins tracked down. Of some anonymous 
objects we don't even know the historical period in 
which they were invented. Some of extraordinary 
beauty, and ingenious simplicity to seem banal and 
timeless. Anonymous design originates from history, 
from need and use, in a refinement and perfection 
process from an ingrained material culture. 
Anonymous objects can have a single inventor, as 
many. 
Marcel Duchamp, was the first, with his everyday 
Readymade objects elevated anonymous objects to 
forms of art. Obviously that was a Dada action, 
strictly provocative, ironic, thus goliardic, if you 
will. 
Probably he had no apologetic intents, but by doing 
this, he pointed out something no-one had done 
before. 
Pier Giacomo and Achille Castiglioni, so much so to 
be set in two important interior design exhibitions. 
The first opportunity was at Villa Olmo in Como in 
1957. 

Castiglioni set up a living-room/study, mixing 
anonymous and their own, conceptually similar, 
designed objects. 
The anonymous objects were affection objects, that 
they commonly used by them in the studio or in 
their homes. Their idea was not provocative, but 
was the recognition of the capacity and the 
intelligence of the anonymous designer. In the end, 
an act of humbleness. Exhibited were: decoration 
moulds, a builder's bucket, a wicker basket, cast 
iron brackets, a paper windshield, a wall shelf, a 
milking stool, a door handle, portable radio-phones, 
a soda-water bottle, a wall-phone, a blackboard, a 
folding chair, a deck chair, a tin, a bread-box, a toy 
gun. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

18_ Pier Giacomo e Achille 
Castiglioni, the objects displayed 
in the exhibition in Villa Olmo, 
Como, 1957.

 

 
16, 17_ Pier Giacomo e Achille 
Castiglioni, exhibit in Villa Olmo, 
Como, 1957. 
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19_ The Castiglioni collected a 
large amount of anonymous 
objects. Achille used them for 
his lectures at the Polytechnic of 
Milano. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

20_ La collezione di oggetti 
anonimi di Castiglioni. 
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21_ Mezzadro, Pier Giacomo 
and Achille Castiglioni, 
Zanotta, 1971. 

 

 
22_ Lightbulb Table, Achille 
Castiglioni, Flos, 1972. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

23_ Taccia, Pier Giacomo and 
Achille Castiglioni, Flos, 1962. 

This show was followed by another "The Inhabited 
Home", held in Palazzo Strozzi in Florence, in 1965. 
It was packed with designer furniture, and the 
Castiglioni brothers' setup raised more than an 
eyebrow. 
Their products were camouflaged among 
anonymous, unrecognizable objects, among which 
there were: a vase, a bottle clamp, a ladder, a 
watch, and a roman foundation needle, used as a 
sculpture. 
As we can see from the following images, the 
Castiglionis used a lot of anonymous in their 
designs. 
'Mezzadro', produced by Zanotta in 1971 uses a 
tractor seat. 
The 'Table' lamp, produced from 1972 by Flos is 
made up from a film spool and a simple lightbulb, 
sandblasted on one side. 
The 'Taccia' lamp produced in 1962 by Flos, used a 
piece of commercial boiler tube (ideal for 
dispersing the lightbulb's heat). The lightbulb 
reflects the light onto a white screen sustained by 
an adjustable parabolic glass, simply resting on the 
lamp. 
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Sella, 1957 produced by Zanotta in 1983, uses a 
bike saddle. 
1962's Toio, produced by Flos uses a car's headlight 
and fishing rod rings. 
Leonardo from 1940, produced by Zanotta in 1969 a 
joiners stand. 
Cumano, produced by Zanotta in 1978, is a redesign 
of an anonymous object, to which a plastic joint has 
been added, in order to avoid ruining the paint. 
Tric (1965), produced first by Bernini and since 1975 
by BBB Bonacina, is a redesign of an anonymous old 
chair produced by Thonet. 
Another lover of anonymous objects was Bruno 
Munari,  able of combining art, poetry, fantasy, 
creativity and design. 
If you want to get into design, you must be sure to 
read his books, among which: Fantasia, Da cosa 
nasce cosa, Arte come mestiere, 
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24_ Sella, Pier Giacomo and 
Achille Castiglioni, 1957, Zanotta, 
1983. 25_ Toio, Pier Giacomo and 
Achille Castiglioni, Flos, 1962. 
26_ Leonardo, Achille Castiglioni 
1940, Zanotta, 1969. 
27_ Cumano, Achille Castiglioni, 
Zanotta, 1978. 
28_ Tric, Pier Giacomo and 
Achille Castiglioni, Bernini, 
1965, 
and from 1975 BBB Bonacina. 
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29_ Italian 
Saracco. 

 

 
30_ The Japanese carpenter saw. 

 

 
31_ The hands of Nakashima. 

Design e comunicazione visiva, Artista e designer. 
In Da cosa nasce cosa the anonymous object is 
described in the 'Compasso d'Oro a ignoti' (the 
Golden Compass to the anonymous), Munari doesn't 
just make a list, but describes the intelligence and the 
inventiveness that is concealed in these objects. 
A wonderful example by Munari, I often like to 
remember, is the comparison between the rip-saw 
and the Japanese carpenter saw. 
The rip-saw, used both by pushing and pulling, tends 
to falter, thus needing a thick blade that damages the 
wood. 
The Japanese blade comes from a different culture, 
based on Shintoism and Zen ideals. It gets pulled, 
and so it can be very thin, and does not ruin the 
wood. 
The rip-saw's handle is painted, making the hand 
sweat, and an unstable grip. The Japanese saw can 
have an unpainted and shaped handle. It absorbs the 
sweat and can be easily held with two hands, or it can 
have a wicker coating. The blade, furthermore, has 
two lines of teeth, one of which is thinner, less 
slanted, when working against the grain. 
It is right to add to Munari's considerations that many 
Japanese could hardly be adopted by westerners, as 
they require a different use of the body. 
The Japanese saw argument had already been  dealt 
with by Edward Sylvester Morse, an American 
naturalist, passionate for Japan, in the book 
Japanese Homes and their Surroundings, first 
published in installments  in 1885 in the «American 
architects» magazine. 

 
“The saws, are of various kinds, with teeth 
much longer than those of our saws, and cut in 
different ways. Some of these forms reminded 
me of the teeth seen in certain recently 
patented saws in the United States. Some 
saws have teeth on the back as well as on the 
front, one edge being used as a cross-cut saw 
(figure B and C). The hand-saw, instead of 
having the curious loop-shaped handle made 
to accommodate only one hand as with us, has 
a simple straight cylindrical handle as long as 
the saw itself, and sometimes longer. 

Our carpenters engage one hand in holding the 
stick to be sawed, while driving the saw with 
the other hand; the Japanese carpenter, on 
the contrary, holds the piece with his foot, 
and stooping over, with his two hands drives 
the saw by quick and rapid cuts through the 
wood. This style of working and doing many 
other things could never be adopted in this 
country without an importation of Japanese 
backs. It was an extraordinary sight to see 
attitudes these people assumed in doing work 
of various kinds. A servant girl, for example, 
in wiping up the floor or verandah with a wet 
cloth, does not get down on her knees to do 
her work, but bending over while still on her 
feet, she pushes the cloth back and forth, and 
thus in this trying position perform her task.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 Wiebe E. Bijker, Of Bicycles, Bakelites, and Bulbs: Toward a Theory of 
Sociotechnical Change. Published January 3rd 1997 by MIT Press (MA). 
2 Edward S. Morse, Japanese homes and their surroundings, Dover Publication, INC. 
New York, 1961. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

32_Illustration by Edward S. Morse 
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The criticism of the design. The product well made 
 
 
 

In the design's field there are innovative industries that invest in 
search and development trying to orientate and induce the 
public's tastes towards original solutions and "tow" industries. 
The second much more numerous of the first, simply search what 
has more commercial success and imitate it. Usually with some 
substantial modification. They point upon an inferior price to 
counterbalance the inevitable less prestige and quality. This 
politic allow them not to run excessively market's risks and to 
save a big quantity of money in planning and research, In same 
cases these concerns take advantage of the gaps of one local or 
foreign legislation that pay little attention to the intellectual 
property. But whom, in one concern decides to 
produce or not a new article? It is not a small problem and often 
it brings about the fortune or the failure of the concern itself. In 
many factories, particularly of not very big dimensions, it is the 
owner that substantially decides, after having heard the opinion 
of the various managers. Then there is the problem of the good 
taste of whom decides. The question of the good taste is 
delicate. One of the offences that produce the most resentment 
in people is that of not having good taste. With difficulty 
someone, that  is not making it by trade, feels offence if he is 
considered out of tune or accused not to be able to drive  or to 
cook, But not the bad taste, it is an offence that seems to 
concern the soul, the very essence of one person. In short a very 
personal thing, in fact many people think good taste is an innate 
quality. The manager, managerial qualities apart, is a person like 
others. Like most persons in the world is persuaded that his 
tastes are excellent. After all we came in a world full of goods, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6 
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surrounded of goods since the cradle. For what 
reason, anybody can't be ableto judge them? Who has 
deeply made design knows that it is not likethat. 
Thereis bad taste, it spread itself and we can be 
affected. Who decides then what is of good taste? 
Without entering in the Aesthetics’ field, we can say 
that there is an evolution of the taste. An evolution 
that can be perceived by manypeople, but that 
becomes conscious and manifest in whom has made 
design for along time or has cultivated seriously the 
matter.  The personal taste change and improve with 
the knowledge. We take for example, the Kendo. Who 
attend to it for the first time will have the impression 
to see some people dressed like a priest that struck 
each others with heavy blows shouting like obsessed. 
Difficultly he will appreciate and enjoy it like a 
passionate expert. 
The same is for lyric, classical music and ballet, I 
have quoted categories not universally attended or 
shared, but the rule is for everything. It is the 
knowledge that brings you competence and 
appreciation. It brings to a mental opening too that 
makes us more humble, less apodictical in our 
valuations. Many managers with questionable tastes, 
will have than to be satisfied with a minor market, 
because anyway the bad market too sales well. or 
they will have to choose the imitation. For the 
production's decisions exists too the democratic 
method ( we go on speaking of little and middle 
industry) that perhaps it is the worst of alls. 
Reflecting the average of all evaluations the result 
cant be but poor. An other figure that from time to 
time appears is that of the artistic director. Usually 
he is an external figure, a professional man in the 
sector normally called for "clear fame". If this figure is 
valuable can make the fortune of the enterprise, 
otherwise can make big damages. It occurs, for 
example, that the artistic director take advantage of 
his position to purpose or push his same projects. A 
clear conflict of interests. Who projects, generally, 
cant be a good judge of his projects. There isn’t the 
necessary detachment. The big industries, finally, 
whose property usually is fragmented, have design's 
centers that look 

after the projects and centers of "corporate 
image"that look after the enterprise’s image, 
following it in every smaller aspect (publicity, gadget, 
graphic etc. Moreover they use experts free 
professionists specialized in the range. 
The products of these big enterprises  are easily 
recognizable, that is to say the new products follow 
with little variations, a codified style. Take  for 
example the brands Braun, Mercedes, or Bang & 
Olufsen. The public attached to a certain image 
doesn't love the too radical changes. This 
consideration is valuable for the aspect and for the 
quality of the product too. If an enterprise known for 
economical products of low or middle quality, would 
place abruptly on the market a product of high quality 
and cost, difficultly would have success. The 
psychological value of the brand is very important. 
Anybody would buy a Fiat that costs like a Porche, 
even if it would have the same quality, or anybody 
would buy anymore the Ferrari if, as somebody has 
suggested, the brand would be applied on the 
standard Fiat to go out  all of at once from the own 
segment of market is an imprudent and dangerous 
operation. To make a brand acquire value it occurs 
years. Mainly if the brand is devalued. It would occur 
less with a completely new brand. To fall down a 
brand it occurs very little. Everybody decides which 
one must be the prices to produce must consider 
these aspects, as well as the costs of production, the 
use and the field of possibly customers. It is not so 
only a question of aesthetic. How is it possible than to 
have a enough objective standard to evaluate a 
product? For what it concerns what we have said it is 
obviously stupid to say that it is beautiful or  ugly, so 
we have only to establish if the product is well made, 
if to say it has exploited in an intelligent and 
appropriate way the concern's technologies, if it is an 
original and innovative idea, if it answers to the 
economical values of the market to whom it is 
directed, if it respects the use, if his getting rid is 
acceptable and if, in general, there is nothing we can 
add or take off to improve it. To judge on these 
standards it is necessary to be prepared sector's 
operators that know the technology. It is not enough 
to be journalists and to limit oneself to follow the 
lounges and the worldly events. 
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It happens than that on certain products it exists a 
critic (even if largely conditioned by the advertising 
necessities of the reviews) on other products such as 
the decor, the notice consists very often in a 
compilation of catalogues ranged for years and 
arguments, with some lines of historical character or 
according the use. 
How does the public choose so? Who, as we have said, 
attends inside the houses to this aspect performs in 
facts a meta-choose. A second level choose that 
implies the thought " if i should be the customer", If 
there were a scientific recipe the companies should 
have as single problem that of the costs and we as 
Westerners should be productively finished, put to 
rout, as already partly occurs, from the Asiatic 
competition. What does permit than which product to 
make or how to make it? Some managers like for 
example Dino Gavina, simply do not get to grips with 
the problem, relying totally to their sensitivity and 
declaring with a bit of snobbery that everything can 
be sold, even a beautiful furniture. A few  rely on 
market's inquiries that try to interpret the purchaser's 
choose based on percentages of importance, for 
example: what is the most important thing having to 
choose a motorbike? The mechanics' quality, the 
motor's power, the easiness in driving it and security, 
the body and the color, the convenience, the value for 
money, the pilot's and passenger's 
comfort etc  From that we obtain elaborate tables 
that still are all relative. it is clear that to run such a 
test to engineering's students or to some architects or 
to the members of a bowls club, will give very 
different results. 
Moreover in general in the tests prevails our most 
rational component, mostly if we haven’t to choose 
among real images but simply to reason in abstract 
terms. There are so two types of choose that very 
often fight in ourselves: a rational choose and an 
emotional one. The rational choose is that one that 
makes us to prefer a technologically  reliable product 
and fitted to our characteristics. It should be irrational 
for example to buy a camera too much professional 
for the required use and for our capacities, or a car 
whose power we could never take advantage. if not in 
the track. The emotional choice is on the contrary 
very unpredictable 
 

and it must accord our personal aesthetical sense 
with the product' looks. Here open intangible worlds 
Meanwhile it is good to repeat that taste very often 
varies according with the categories of people: young, 
old, men, women, lawyers, astronauts, hunters, 
psychopaths. etc  It varies then based on a kind of 
mental mould that  we could define: "aesthetical 
imprinting". Someone could have questioned himself  
 why, for example, he still likes the cartoons' drawings 
he used to read as a young and has more difficulties 
to appreciate the new ones in adulthood? 
Or why he goes on preferring the motorbikes' line or 
the cars' line of a certain period? Who has never had 
this problem and is not young, can pride to have an 
extraordinary elastic mind or to be like a Vulcanian. 
Otherwise he has experimented the aesthetic 
imprinting like the rest of humanity.This mental 
stiffness, usually directly proportional to the going on 
in years, makes people rather stubborn  to the 
novelties both aesthetical and technological. People 
that  in a professional way care about design, or that 
in any case keep on that their mind trained, usually 
suffer less the difficulty to adapt oneself to novelties 
or to appreciate new solutions even if it happens to 
find someone that still designs in perfect 50s style. 
Companies try to control the fuzzy emotional factor 
as they can. 
An important element for example for cars, is the 
color. We aren’t any more  to Ford's T model days 
that could afford to be only black Today arduously 
someone could buy a car without appreciating the 
color. An innovative brand like Smart, for example, 
has many colors and different possible combinations. 
Color is perhaps what most emotional we perceive. It 
is the first thing that struck us and it is what makes 
the product more personal.  
An other way to control the emotional choice is to use 
sponsorship Usually people don’t wonder why 
Leonardo's Gioconda is the most seen picture in the 
world. No doubt it is a beautiful picture, yet few 
could sincerely say that it is the most beautiful 
picture in the world. I f we go in the parish church of 
San Michele a Carmignano, to see the Visitazione of 
Pontorno, at a time without Mass, it is rare to meet 
somebody, even if we remain one hour. 

 

 
 

 
 

1_Conrad Lorenz. 

 
 

 

 
2_ Drawings by Carl Barks and 
those of a Mickey Mouse of today. 
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3_Jacopo Carrucci detto il 
Pontormo, Visitazione, 1528-1529. 
4_Leonardo da Vinci, 
La Gioconda, 1503-1506. 

Going to the Louvre, in every moment, in front of the 
Gioconda we find an impervious human wall.  

 

 
Can we sincerely say that the Visitazione has less value 
than Gioconda? So where is the difference? Just the 
sponsorship. Since centuries the Gioconda is the 
subject of sponsorship, studies, manipulations, and 
exploitation of the  image. There are even more 
extreme cases, as the Titanic, for example. Tragedy 
apart (not worse than others) in the wreck there is 
absolutely nothing to see. It is a rusty piece of iron, 
dirty with mud,  yet countless are the documentaries, 
gadgets and films on the argument. Instead very few 
known about  the Titanic's twins ships, the Olympic 
and the Gigantic  and nobody cares. The genial 
Petrolini acted in the Nerone; " Do you see at last how 
is  people? When he get used to say you are able, even 
if you don’t do nothing, you are always able". Oscar 
Wilde used to say very often:" It doesn’t matter you 
speak good or bad,  it is important to speak 
about".These mechanisms, by that time banal, take 
advantage of the gregarious characteristic of the 
human beings, the pleasure, in other words, to 
recognize, 
 
 

and in recognizing, to feel part of a group. To 
share. 
They exploit too the " idea of" the value" of  
popularity Americans, which are very pragmatic 
people claim that " one object's value is exactly 
what we willing to pay to have it". It is difficult to 
deny that it is so, at least in financial terms. Even 
the less affected among men, would be a little 
hacked if, having a Picasso, nobody apart him, 
would know who is Picasso. Suppose that this person 
quarrels with an evil gnome and that the gnome by 
magic makes all world's Picasso disappear minus his 
one. Suppose moreover that he leaves the memory 
only to him. I am sure that, at this point, even for 
him that Picasso would have inevitably less value. 
We enjoy the public recognition of our person and 
in the same way we enjoy  the public recognition of 
what we own. Who doesn’t recognize himself in  
this image is probably San Francesco's reincarnation. 
Sponsorship knows to be boring and repetitive, but 
it doesn’t matter, it is important  to brand the 
product in the mind, presenting it in a luxury way, 
beautiful healthy people and joyous atmospheres. a 
context where, as claims a friend doctor and expert 
on media, all what we can afford, usually is the 
product itself. The sponsorship technique of the 
obsessive repetition is a powerful technique that 
usually has grip on in a way inversely proportional 
at the degree of culture of whom bear it. As literate 
people are very few, the arm is very effective and is 
often used by different types of people. What they 
are trying to obtain with this arm is immediately 
recognizable image. 

 
The recognition 
It is very important to be easily recognized, 
consciously made or less. Obviously to use these 
mechanisms isn’t wrong or improper. The thing can 
be more or less calculated, the result of astuteness 
or fixation, still the result is obvious. Let's try to 
observe some artists that use the repetition of some 
themes. 

 

 
5_ The wreck of the Titanic. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6_Lucio Fontana, Concetto 
spaziale. Attese, 1967. 
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7_Bruno Saetti, Sole nel muro, 
1967. 
8_Giorgio Morandi, Natura 
morta, 1953. 
9_Giuseppe Capogrossi, 
Superficie 479, 1963. 
10_Fernando Botero, Monna 
Lisa, 1977. 
11_Keith Haring, Senza titolo, 1981. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10 11 

Even who is not acquainted with picture knows that 
when he sees a cut on a canvas it is Lucio Fontana, 
when he sees a sun  it is easy to be Bruno Saetti, 
when he sees dusty bottles probably is Giorgio 
Morandi, when he sees strange claws it is surely 
Giuseppe Capogrossi, when he sees  fat people it is 
not difficult to recognize Fernando Botero Little 
men surely remind Keith Haring. These are only the 
first examples that occur but there are endless 
other. All we love to" recognize ", at every level 
that occurs, and this recognize reflects, increasing 
the value(emotional and commercial) of what we 
recognize. We meet again this principle that I 
would define "repetita iuvant" practically  
everywhere. Even the comics with the "repetition" 
make an efficient use. We have seen, for what it 
concerns industry, that the recognizable  
affiliation's family and the corporate image, are 
fundamental and are consciously applied. 
Lets see now the case of a designer that applies the 
same rile. What is following is a sequence of 
objects designed by Philippe Stark 
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12_ Ara, Philippe Starck, Flos, 
1988. 
13_Royalton Bar stool, Philippe 
Starck, 1988. 
14_ Toothbrush, Philippe Starck, 
Fluocaril, 1989. 
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15_Luci Fair, Philippe Starck, Flos, 
1989. 
16_Kettle Hot Bertaa, Philippe 
Starck, Alessi, 1990. 
17_Max Le Chinois, Philippe Starck, 
Alessi, 1990. 
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18_Mimi Bayou, handle, Philippe 
Starck, 1987. 
19_Joe Raspoutine, Philippe Starck, 
1987. 
20_ Torch for the Winter Olympics in 
Albertville, Philippe Starck, 1991. 



66 Il design in tasca Critica del design. Il prodotto ben fatto  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

21_Pressa SACMI PH 4900. 

In these products a recurrent element is in relief. t 
is difficult to deny that Philippe Stark is not 
recognizable. Here the recurrent and common 
element is easily detectable, as he himself, not 
without irony, seems to show in the last photo. It is 
a question of an operation that seems no doubt 
studied. As we see our chooses, logical and 
emotional can be easily influenced, but they vary, 
obviously based on the type of product. One thing is 
the purchase of  an utensil machine, one thing is 
the purchase of a jewel  or a sporting car For the 
jewel and the sporting car, having economical 
availability, the choice is mainly emotional. For a  
press or an utensil machine, the choice should be  
wholly rational, but not always it is like this.This 
elegant press designed by Isao Hosoe and produced 
by SACMI has had more success of a press with 
equivalent  technical features, but with a more 
anonymous design.This aspect was already clear in 
the past too, the AEG director Paul Jordan 
submitting to Peter Behrens the task of artistic  
advisor specified: "Don’t think that even an 
engineer, when he buys a motor, starts to take it to 
pieces to check the parts. Even a technician  buys 
according to the impression he receives". 
Who thinks appearance is not important should ask 
himself:" should I buy more easily a book titled " Go 
where brings you the heart" or a book titled " My 
grandmother's revelations"? Personally I have no 
doubts about the answer, yet the second title is 
more exhaustive about the subject of the famous 
book of Susanna Tamaro. I am sure that if the book 
was titled " My grandmother's revelations" it would 
have sold scarcely two hundred copies instead of 
two millions and more. The emotional factor is then 
important. Much more important of what people 
can imagine, unless they are not doing sponsorship 
or politic. This emotional factor appears to have 
less importance in the market inquiries as well 
often the attention to the price is devalued. We 
unwillingly admit our instincts as well we 
unwillingly admit our economical availability. 
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22_Ventiquattrore, Philippe Starck, 
1991. 
23_Vase Daum, Philippe Starck, 1988. 
24_Hola, Philippe Starck, Thomson, 
1996. 
25_Tito Lucifer, Philippe Starck, 
Alessi, 1986. 
26_Chab Wellington, Philippe 
Starck, 1987. 
27_Berta Youssouf, Philippe Starck, 
1987. 
28_Lemoult, OWO (modello), 
Philippe Starck, 1986. 
29_Maniglia, Philippe Starck, 
prototipo, 1991. 
30_Philippe Starck, Walter Wayle II, 
Alessi, 1989. 
31_Philippe Starck, Mister Meumen, 
Alessi, 1993. 
32_Philippe Starck. 
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Cleaning and maintenance 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It is difficult to understand people that fill their 
homes with piles of mainly useless stuff. Yet it is a 
very common thing. 
Those who plan, on the other hand, live in a spartan 
home. 
The clever single knows that the fewer things there 
are around, the faster it is to clean. And those who 
take care of objects for years, tend to feel a certain 
repulsion toward them, and desire a more severe 
space. These issues affect the way the object is 
designed and one thing a designer should ask 
himself is "is it easy to clean?". The problem of a 
product's “cleanability” is seldom kept in mind, that 
most often are males, and don't houseclean as 
much. By “cleanability” we refer to that quality 
that allows a product to be cleaned with the least 
use of time as possible. This feature, along with the 
ease of maintenance is very important, especially 
for home appliances. 
The fundamental rule to facilitate cleaning is to 
have the least possible number of objects. Free the 
surfaces (floor and tables), and remove the shoes 
when entering the house, as in the traditional 
Japanese home. The Japanese know best. Just 
calculate the time spent in cleaning and 
maintenance. With a free floor, you can maximize 
effectiveness by using a vacuum cleaner robot. The 
following example are just a few of the many 
around. 
 
 

 

 
 

1_The Vittoriale of Gabriele 
D’Annunzio, 1921-1938. 

 

 
 

2_Trilobite, Electrolux, 2001. 

7 
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3_Divisumma, Mario Bellini. 
Olivetti, 1972. 
4_Le Bambole, Mario Bellini. 
B&B Italia, 1969. 
5_Artematica Multiline, 
Valcucine, 2008. 
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6_Fiorile, Enzo Mari. Ideal 
Standard, Compasso d’Oro 1998. 

 

 
3 

 

 
5 

 

I will therefore mention the best known and most 
successful. 
Mario Bellini's "Divisumma 18" adopts a nice solution 
(whether intended or not), to solve the problem of 
the buttons. The keys are plastic coated, and 
rounded. This allows you pass a damp cloth with 
ease, but other parts have gaps and are hard to 
clean. 
Another of Mario Bellini's products has a problem 
with cleanability. 
The upholstery series "Dolls" rests directly to the 
ground; it is therefore practically inevitable to 
smudge with one's shoes the front panel, and it's 
hard to remove these stains. We all also know what 
lurks under the furniture that rests on the ground. 
With a raised kitchen, for example the lost space is 
minimal, but cleanability increases a lot. This a 
fitting example, not considering form or design. 
One more example hanging bathroom fittings, like 
the "Fiorile" series,  designed by Enzo Mari for Ideal 
Standard. 
The bathroom floor is free and easy to clean, 
without having to bend and clean the ravines. 

The "Astra" lamp, designed by Denis Santachiara and 
produced by La Murrina, has an attractive and 
original design, but it's difficult to clean. 
The glass jar is open on top and closed beneath, 
which makes it a prefect trap for insects, the glass 
is very heavy and can not be removed. To clean it 
you would need to move the table, climb on a 
ladder, removed all the colored balls, the diffuser, 
and insert your arm into the hole, between the 
wires. Let's take a look at another fine and elegant 
lamp, "Brera" by Achille Castiglioni, manufactured 
by Flos. 
 

 

  
 

There is an airing slot, to allow the lightbulb to cool 
and avoid overheating. 
In this case probably Castiglioni privileged the 
beauty of the symbol, keeping the size of the 
inspiring ostrich egg lamp small, thus turning a blind 
eye on collateral problems. 
Given the similarities, the "Havanna Pendelleuchte" 
by Wilhelm Braun-Feldweg in 1959 can be 
considered the grandmother of the Brera. The 
Havannah the problem has been better solved, as 
far as cleanability. It is bigger, and has tiny slots 
that don't allow the majority of insects in. 
 

 

 
 

7_Astra, Denis Santachiara, 
La Murrina, 2000. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8_Brera S, Achille Castiglioni, 
Flos, 1992. 
9_Piero della Francesca, 
Pala Montefeltro, 1472-1474. 

 

10_Havanna Pendelleuchte, 
Wilhelm Braun-Feldweg, 1959. 
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11 

 
 

11_Kelvin T. Particular. 
12_Kelvin T, Antonio Citterio 
con Toan Nguyen, Flos, 2003. 
13_AJ Table, Arne Jacobsen, 
Louis Poulsen, 1959. 

One more cleanability problems id the elegant 
"Kelvin T2 by Antonio Citterio made by Flos; a 
tribute maybe, to the "AJ Table" by Louis Poulsen. 

 

12 13 
 

The diffuser's double shell creates a nice game of 
light, reflexes and transparencies. The outer, 
transparent casing lets the mirrored internal surface 
shine freely. In the long run a thin veil of dust forms, 
ruining the described effect. 
There is no way to clean the inner shell. Areal shame 
for such a fine lamp. 
A product of which I have direct experience is "Soffio" 
by Emilio Ambasz, produced by Sirrah. 
This system is covered by fabric and has cost me many 
reproaches from clients to whom I had installed it. 
True, the fabric is both removable and washable, but 
it is equally true that no office will ever undertake 
such an operation, also because the tissue, due to 
intense air circulation, gets rapidly dirty, and filled 
with insects. It's hard to imagine the office janitor 
every two months: climbing on a ladder, taking out 
the fabric and machine washing it. Totally 
unthinkable, so much more, if you think that most of 
the lamps were kept uncovered. With the related 
glare problems. For Soffio in 1987 the Industrial 
Designers Society of America has awarded Emilio 
Ambasz with the top award of the Industrial Design 
Excellence Award. 

I know it's not elegant to show one's own stuff, but 

the following example comes in handy in order to 
explain the problems I had to deal, and how the 
cleaning and maintenance  were at the base of the 
project. 
In 1988 I was asked to design a lamp that had a long 
gestation: the "Meridiana", produced by Sirrah, in 
Imola. The theme was to design a large ceiling lamp. 
Similar lamps had complicated latch mechanisms and 
quickly became a photophile insects' graveyard. After 
many attempts an original form, I decided not to care 
about the shape, and design the lamp i would have 
light for my home. I then took charge of studying the 
simplest and cheapest mechanism as possible. It would 
have to allow me to open it, without a screwdriver, or 
anything else, and that would be dust-proof and 
insects-free. For the latter I had benefited by the 
sheer size of the lamp. I could eliminate the vents 
without the risk of overheating the lightbulb. The cost 
factor of the large glass was solved by a spin-mould. 
Far cheaper. We then found, together with Sirrah's 
technicians, within a company that produced the glass, 
a cone-shaped mold ready. It was necessary to devise a 
way to block the glass. By simplifying, I achieved that a 
single "button", positioned in the centre, was sufficient 
to block the glass and that the latter's adherence to a 
thin  elastic metal plate prevented  dust from going in, 
without the need of anything else. To be on the safe 
side, I designed  a coin operated slot in the button, 
should the button, with time, become hard to unscrew. 
To house the button I suggested, as the only change to 
the cone mold, a cap graft. We found out, at Sirrah's 
technical office, that as a reflector's a plain polished 
aluminum plate was very economic and efficient. Of 
the mould we found I didn't like some hardly-visible 
lines intended for who-knows-what use or decoration. 
But some compromise is always necessary. 

 

 

 
14_Soffio, Emilio Ambasz, 
Sirrah, 1987. 

 
 

15_Meridiana, Valerio Sacchetti, 
Sirrah, 1988. 

 

16_Meridiana, Particular. 

 

17_Meridiana, Internal structure. 
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My fear was that the project eventually, by always 
removing, would have become dull. The market 
however proved me wrong and the lamp was sold 
well. The solution of the button found quite a bit of 
success, and has been, over the years, adopted by 
many designers. Another example of a beautiful but 
difficult to clean object is this by Joe Colombo. The 
Boby container produced by Bieffeplast in 1970, was a 
cult object among architects, widely used before the 
advent of computer drawing programs. Till it is new 
and clean it is fantastic, but inevitably soon his 
inaccessible gorges and especially the sharp edges are 
filled with dirt. The only way to  clean it seriously 
was to take it apart and throw it in your bathtub. A 
good rule of thumb in designing is always round, even 
if only slightly, the 90° to matching surfaces, leaving 
if possible, escape routes for the dirt. 

 

A good example is that of the old boat tables that 
had firm round edge corners. This solution allowed 
them to quickly remove the crumbs with a sponge. 
To round up, if the designer wants to avoid 
housewife curses without forgiveness, when they 
design, they must think of having to clean or 
disassemble what they plan. In some environments, 
such as the Office for example, cleaning is not the 
same as at home. If you are designing a classic 
adjustable office chair with wheels and spokes, you 
must keep in mind that by creating them black, as 
you often see, after a few hours of use they're are 
filled with footprints and sad to look at. It is hard to 
imagine in offices, every day, the cleaners cleaning 
the chairs' spokes. The same reasoning applies to 
the mirror or reflective surfaces in heavily 
frequented areas such as bars. A shiny surface is 
beautiful if it is not full of fingerprints nor 
scratched. Same with windows. If you can't clean 
them easily when they get dirty, it's depressing. Yet 
there are loads of modern buildings, with stained 
glass 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

19_ Glass entrance of the post office 
in Canova  Street in Bologna. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

18_Boby, Joe Colombo, 
Bieffeplast, 1970. 
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or transparent roofs that always get dirty because they 
are difficult or impossible to clean. 
I have seen even glass floors (designed to enable the 
vision of archaeological excavations) with the same 
problem. 
After some time they obviously become irregularly 
glazed.  Generally speaking, the principles of 
cleaning and simplifying applies to our homes, too. You 
can often improve an environment simply by removing. 
By beginning to throw away everything useless, you 
breathe better and simplify the cleaning up.  
The Neapolitans, with a nice cathartic ritual, on New 
Year's Eve, throw  the old stuff down, into the streets 
(though much less now). You should not wait for New 
Year's Eve and, above all, it is good practice to stop 
buying useless things.  
The best is to purchase things well built to be left to 
the next generation. This, if nothing else, means less 
waste and burned oil. This could be the first principle 
of "green" design and is the logical way to promote 
good design. There's one doubtful Government 
advertising, in which a consumer is shown being 
thanked by everyone on the street, as it is his shopping 
that saves the economy. It's good to think that you do 
not save the economy by destroying the planet, you 
save it by producing fewer things but quality ones. 
Quantity is short-lived and there will always be 
someone willing to produce it at lower prices. Quality 
involves studying, intelligence, ability. It implies an 
evolved civilization. We should all occasionally 
meditate on the enormous amount of resources we 
waste. Till the Sixties, in Italy there were no plastic 
bags, bottles were with the empty container to be 
returned. You paid a bail and then they were cleaned 
and reused. There were no aluminum cans for 
beverages and the packaging (then very expensive) 
were more sober. There wasn't, therefore, a great 
discomfort. With a careful planning, the industrial 
type, you can reduce  waste, so it is our duty to 
meditate on this. To end this paragraph we should 
dilute it with a little praise to imperfection. The 
typical perfection of the industrial product can in fact 
sometimes be excessive. You might have noticed, for 
example, that brick-built buildings often seem to be 
made in plastic. Someone, experiencing this problem, 
has 

 

produced the "handmade" brick and the aged tile. The 
results are almost always quite modest. The brick, 
though really handmade and made irregular and "gritty", 
still seems fake. The tiles, though well made, are 
pathetic. The problem is not so much in the machining 
of parts, but in the baking process. From antiquity till 
little more than a century ago, the ovens were a "heap". 
Temperatures could not be controlled perfectly and 
even the bricks of the same batch had different shades 
of color. Small differences in heat in the oven, 
independent from the composition of the clay created 
color gradations. Most baked bricks were darker, some 
lighter. They ranged from the rust and ochre bricks, but 
they could also have individual hues. From a mechanical 
point of view, it was certainly worse, but imagine the 
horror of a restoring Venice with modern bricks. The 
beauty of old or ancient masonry has its color, its 
variety and imperfection. They are real earth, true 
landscape. With the advent of Hoffmann-ring kilns, 
followed by tunnel ovens, the baking process has always 
improved and the color has become increasingly uniform 
and sadder. People don't seem to care, in fact there 
might be the claim of a technological mummification of 
time and the appearance of things. A marble table, that 
gets dirty, lives and ages with us is not tolerated. The 
table becomes our alter ego, Dorian Gray, while we are 
the painting that ages. It must be always perfect, so it is 
normal to treat the surface with silicone and turn it into 
good waterproof plastic. The same applies to wooden 
floors, with their little varnishes and spotless brass with 
"transparent paint", always perfect.  
My good friend Baggiani, a craftsman, complained: 
"Some have rejected my silver pieces because they felt 
they were faulty. I told them that it was normal in 
handmade objects and that that was also the beauty of 
handmade. But to no avail, they rejected them: a world 
of madmen." Now everything is perfect, industrial, even 
crafts. 
The Japanese, strong of their animist culture, are 
masters, also in this case. 
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18_ The tea room of the 
Shokintei. 

Their respect for the material and for its imperfection translates 
into a real form of poetry.  
Whether in the teahouse or in the reception room of the 
traditional home, between the impeccable regular items' 
geometry is a pillar (tokobashira), left in its natural state, just 
roughly shaped.  
This contrast manifests culture and great civilization that should 
make us ponder. 
In Edward S. Morse's text the Japanese Home, we find: “The 
absence of all paint, varnish, oil or filling, which too often 
defaces our rooms at home, is at once remarked; and the 
ridiculous absurdity of covering a good grained wood-surface with 
pain, and then whit brush  and comb trying to imitate Nature by 
scratching in a series of lines, the Japanese are never guilty of. 
On the contrary , the wood is left  just the condition in which it 
leaves the cabinet-marker’s plane, with a simple surface, smooth 
but not polished, -though polished surfaces occur, however, 
which will be referred to in the proper place. Oftentimes in some 
of the parts the original surface of the woof is left, sometimes 
with the bark retained. Whenever the Japanese workman can 
leave a bit of Nature in this way he is delighted to do so. He is 
sure to avail himself of all curious features in wood: it may be 
the effect of some fungoid growth which marks a bamboo 
curiously; or the sinuous tracks produced by the larvae of some 
beetle that oftentimes traces the surface of wood, just below 
the bark, with curious designs; or a knot or burl. His eye never 
misses these features  in finishing a room.”1.  
We too should get used to thinking that trees and even rocks are 
living things. The fact that they don't have a brain (which is 
common to many humans, by that matter) doesn't make them less 
deserving of respect. I am convinced that in order to appreciate 
the artificial it is necessary to appreciate the natural.  
After all, the artificial is the expression of a natural life form and 
so, from the point of view of an alien, for example, they could be 
absolutely indistinguishable.  
It's as if we were to consider artificial honey produced by bees. In 
short, what I would to stress, is that even the Industrial product, 
in some cases, the dignity of the material must be kept, together 
with its imperfections and its aging, especially if it's a noble 
material. 
 

 

 
1. Edward S. Morse, Japanese homes and their surroundings, Dover 
Publication, INC. New York, 1961. 
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Invention and design 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Italy,  it wouldn’t be proper to speak about 
industrial design, in the field of furniture. Most of the 
products are better defined as semi- industrial or 
semi-artisan. But it is in Italy that a particular 
evolution happened in the most artisan sector: 
upholstered furniture. During the Sixties, many 
companies were still producing sofas with the same 
techniques of the beginning of the century, as the 
Chester sofa of 1912, still produced by the Poltrona 
Frau masters craftsmen. 

 
There were already been famous projects which had 
tried to separate upholstery from the intricate 
skeleton of the structure. Two examples are Fauteuil 
Gran Comfort and Barcelona. Following this path, in 

1960 Tobia Scarpa designed Bastiano, a successful 
sofa produced by Gavina. The structure was solid 
wood,  but the production was industrial, owing to the 
simplicity of the project. (see page 83 ) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1_Divano Chester, Poltrona 
Frau, 1912. 

8 
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2_Barcelona, Ludwig Mies 
van der Rohe, 1929. 
3_Fauteuil grand comfort, 
Le Corbusier, Charlotte Perriand 
e Pierre Jeanneret, 1928. 
The model in the picture  is a 
production of Cassina, 1965. 

 

2 

  
3 

In 1966 Mario Bellini accomplished this concept with the 
armchair Amanta. 
Frame and upholstery are separated, also in this case, but 
the structure is created in mold, from polyester reinforced 
with fiberglass through a large hydraulic press. It is 
interesting the cut that Bellini added, to make the frame 
elastic. Little clever details make the difference. 
The real turning point to transform traditional upholstery in 
an industrial product, will occur again in 1966 with another 
revolutionary product from B&B Italia: Coronado, a project 
from Afra and Tobia Scarpa dated 1965. 
Afra e Tobia  Scarpa are part of a small group of 
professionals who can be fully entitled industrial designer. 

 

5 
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7 8 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4_Bastiano, Tobia Scarpa, 
Gavina, 1960. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5-8_Amanta, Mario Bellini, B&B 
Italia, 1966. Particolare della 
scocca. 
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Their intervention is not only compositional, but  penetrates 
every phase of the production process, including 
technological research and the study of mechanical 
systems. 
The sofa they conceived looks like a traditional product, 
whereas it actually uses a new material, found by chance, in 
the form of baby ducks, at the “Interplast” exhibition in 
London by Piero Busnelli: the Bayer polyurethane. This new 
material was absolutely underutilized as a component for 
toys. Busnelli sow the possibility to use it instead of  foam 
rubber (a material which had to by literally sculptured).  
Polyurethane could be cold-foamed into moulds, and this 
inspired the designers, supported by the leading  B&B 
research centre. The Coronado was born.  The technique of 
cold-foamed polyurethane, shaped through resin molds, was 
here used for the first time. This innovation allowed to drown 
the support structure inside the padding, simplifying the 
production to the maximum extent. 
 
The final product maintains a traditional image, despite the 
high level of technology involved, so the reasons for its 
extraordinary commercial success can be easily 
understood. 

 

 
  

The structure is made of profiled steel and springing is 
realized with harmonic steel tapes, drowned in cold-foamed 
polyurethane. Padding material in Dacron and upholstery in 
leather or fabric. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10_Coronado Detail of the 
structure 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11_ Cold foaming of the 
polyurethane by means of 
resin molds.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9_Coronado, Afra e Tobia Scarpa, 
B&B Italia, 1966. 
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12_Coronado, Afra e Tobia 
Scarpa, B&B Italia, 1966. 

The sofa can be completely disassembled and this facilitates 
storage and transport. 

The four panels of the main structure can be assembled 
through only two screws that block, in a guide, specially 
shaped pins. And this is another interesting characteristic, 
and an important element especially for voluminous furniture. 
A significant cost is due to the assembling at the client’s 
premises. A concept which became a strong point for some 
companies. As an example Ikea, streamlining  installation, 
gives customers the opportunity to assemble furniture by 
themselves, saving significantly on the cost of the product. 
 

The concept of the structure drowned in cold-foamed 
polyurethane will be further developed by Mario Bellini with 
the series Le Bambole, still for B&B Italia. 
In this series the rigid supports are minimized and arms and 
feet disappear. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

15_Le Bambole, Mario Bellini, 
B&B Italia, 1972. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13_Coronado. The locking 
system of the pins. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14_Amanta. Stampo per la scocca. 
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16_Le Bambole. Detail of the 
structure. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For his essentiality, the product won the Compasso d’Oro in 
1979. 
The metal frame is minimized and the structural function is 
partially delegated to the polyurethane. The possibility to 
obtain different densities, allows to obtain softness where 
needed, and a  higher degree of stiffness in the structural 
areas. In the photograph different density layers of 
polyurethane are shown, and the rigid wedge which 
incorporates the metal rod of the structure.  
In this images we see a two-seater sofa Le Bambole in 
different stages of molding and assembly. 

The extreme degree of this process of simplification will be 
reached in 1969 by Gaetano Pesce, a rare designer who 
manage to be a proper industrial designer, attentive to 
technology, and at the same time an artist. 
 
In the series Up, that is here shown, the structure has 
completely disappeared. Polyurethane, produced with an 
elastic coating, is used like a sponge and sold vacuum - 
packed. 

 

 

 
17_Le Bambole. 
Le Bambole, phases of construction 
of the sofa. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

18_Serie UP, Gaetano Pesce, 
B&B Italia, 1969. 
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19_Serie UP. Opening the 
vacuum pack the padded 
expands. 

The work of industrial designer involves experimentation 
and research. And involves above all sensibility. Observing 
an architecture we should always ask ourselves the reason 
for project choices. 
For instance in Parthenon we notice that the columns are 
not cylindrical. We also notice that between columns and 
entablature there are various elements (ring, echino and 
abacus, which form the capital, in this case). Architects of 
ancient Greece had realized that between the columns and 
the entablature something occurs. From a structural point of 
view a cylindrical column would support the entablature 
equally well. A simple conical end would distribute weights 
with the same efficiency of a capital. 
You should then comprehend the reasons justifying the 
effort to invent a capital and to create an entasis of just 17 
mm at 4/10 of the columns. Meditating on these issues it is 
evident that the project is based on the optical and mental 
perception of the form, and not simply on static. In modern 
architecture we often see cylindrical columns supporting an 
architrave brutally, sometimes even aligned to the wall. 
Then I would not mention architecture and columns, but 
building and pillars. 
 
In a project, it’s the sensibility that makes the difference: 
thought behind matter. The designer deals with structures, 
as an engineer and an architect. Planning means to resolve 
problems. Resolving a problem in an original way involves 
sensibility. In the fewest possible words, the problem of 
these disciplines can be summarized like that: how do I join 
the element A and the element B? And in particular: the 
way in which I combined the elements A and B is 
intelligent? Does the structure that I created work? 

 

 
20_ The Parthenon, Athens, 447-
438. Particular of the architrave of 
the entablature designed by 
architects Ictinus and Kallikrates 
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The importance of stupidity 

 
Stultorum infinitus est numerus. 
Salomone (Ecclesiaste I, 15) 

 
 
 
 
 

Edward A. Murphy Jr. worked for the U.S. Air Force and collaborated with 
the experiments of the rocket on rail in 1949. During this period he 
developed his famous law relating to technological systems, "if there are 
two or more ways to do one thing, and one of those ways can lead to 
catastrophe, then someone will go for it" or, more briefly, reported as: "If 
something can go wrong, it will." 
Murphy's Law, even if it started as a joke, has its undoubted validity. We 
can consider it a consequence of Aristotle's theory of Darwinian evolution 
or horror vacui. In essence, Nature tends to occupy every possible niche 
proceeding in a totally headless manner, in blind alleys or stupid ways 
(whoever believes the "intelligent design" will agree that stupidity is part of 
it). This is more or less the same principle of a computer chess software. 
The computer processes all the possible next moves, including plain 
stupid ones, and chooses the one that has most chances of success. 
That's how Kasparov lost the match with the IBM's Deep Blue computer in 
1997, 3.5 to 2.5.  
Being stupid is part is of a natural design, producing errors that are 
required for the development of technology. The fool also has a cathartic 
function, helping us to make us feel better about our stupidity. The village 
idiot covered exactly this role. Today he's replaced by idiots (not just one) 
of the television village. Anyone feeling smarter, dilutes their frustrations, 
neglecting the fact that, in this way, the "TV idiot" is enhanced.

9 
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This consideration should make us reflect on who the real idiot 
is. We also must not neglect the role of comedy and humor. 
Without stupidity they wouldn't exist, and life would certainly be 
sadder. The most refined and intelligent form of humor, irony, 
allows us to observe our collective stupidity from a distance: the 
clichés that often prevent our minds to  open enabling a different 
way of seeing things.  
Irony is the basis for original and creative thinking. The basis for 
a necessary analysis of ourselves. To give an example of a 
stupid cliché you can cite, among others, the formula "yours 
faithfully" which is used in written communications including 
formal or commercial letters. We use it automatically without 
asking ourselves the reason. Why do you use this and not 
something else? If you think about it,  it is ridiculous, like many 
other phrases of our language. It would be useful starting to track 
them down, and ask oneself: 'Do I really need to use such a 
stupid phrase?' 
We can conclude that Murphy's law inevitably is incorrect 
because the wrong ways to do one thing are infinite, and right 
ones are few, and not always obvious.  
We can therefore say that many things go wrong because 
something goes well. But as designers we can not act with a 
Deep Blue logic, and follow even foolish schemes;  we must act 
with Kasparov's logic.  
Kasparov lost, you say; this is true, but the computer's time was 
not Kasparov's. The computer could afford to analyze all the 
solutions in a very short time, completing all the possible 
matches. Kasparov had to act with full knowledge, ignoring all 
the stupid solutions. Our time, like that of Kasparov, is limited. In 
addition to Murphy's Law it is important to mention at least one of 
the three basic laws of Carlo M. Cipolla, world renowned 
economist and author of "Allegro ma non troppo" (Il Mulino, 
Bologna 1988). The Third Basic Law explicitly clarifies that:  
 
"A stupid person is a person who causes losses to another 
person or group of people while gaining nothing for himself,  or 
possibly even incurring in losses".  

 

With the corollary "Stupidity and Power": 
 
"Like all humans, even stupid people affect other people with 
varied intensity. Some fools cause only limited losses, while 
others can cause terrible damage, not only to one or two 
individuals but to entire communities or societies. The 
potential of a stupid person to cause damage depends on two 
main factors. First of all it depends on the genetic factor. 
Some people inherit large doses of stupidity genes and 
thanks to this legacy they get from birth, they are part of their 
elite group.  
The second factor that determines the potential of a stupid 
person, comes from the position of power and authority he 
occupies in society.  
Among bureaucrats, generals, politicians and heads of state, 
we find the golden percentage of fundamentally stupid 
individuals whose ability to harm others has (or is) 
dangerously heightened by the position of power they 
occupied (or occupy)" 1.  
 
Someone, reading the instructions of an electrical appliance, 
might  find them silly and vaguely insulting, with notes such as 
"if the device does not work check: you have inserted the 
plug, you pressed the ON button" or "not to introduce live 
animals in the microwave, do not pour liquid on this 
appliance." These tips seem stupid but, unfortunately, often 
stupidity surpasses all imagination. It should be recognized 
that there are the clever "fake dumb persons." 
In the United States it has become fashionable to sue 
companies for millions of  dollars, simulating damage 
allegedly derived from "missed warnings". The charming 
fashion to write on cigarette packets "Smoking kills" in all 
possible variations, results from these lawsuits. This is part of 
a widespread hypocrite  legislation which protects fools or 
allegedly final stage ones. By law we must suppose that there 
is someone who does not know that smoking is bad for you.  
Some engineering students were told, while verifying the 
design of a table lamp, that if the lamp was tilted over a 
certain angle, it would become unstable 
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The answer to the objection was that "only an idiot would think to 
turn the lamp upside down." Unfortunately, apart from the fact 
that idiots are in relevant numbers,  but I still believe they are 
entitled to use these objects. We have to think that each one of 
us, sooner or later, is subject to moments of distraction in which 
the brain works in 'Safe Mode'. It is therefore the duty of the 
designer, to do everything possible to avoid the products being 
misused, and to facilitate and make as clear as possible every 
function.  
We can end the topic of stupidity with a "KISS". Obviously this 
doesn't refer to a proper kiss; it's an English acronym "Keep It 
Simple, Stupid", used to point out to the programmers that the 
best algorithm to resolve software problems, is the easiest one. 
An acronym that is relevant to all fields of engineering.  
As well as foolish people, there are also normal ones.  
A person, even if he has memory, or understanding problems, 
have the right to use the objects without having to go nuts or 
without having to memorize endless instructions.  
 
 
On this topic, an important work has been carried out by Donald 
A. Norman on usability. Norman is the Director of the Institute for 
Cognitive Science at the University of California and is known for 
his studies on attention, memory and cognitive processes. he is 
also an entertaining writer, I particularly recommend 'The Design 
of Everyday Things' (Giunti, Florence 2002) and 'The Invisible 
computer' (Apogeo, Milan 2000).  
 
 

Usability is not a difficult discipline. Maybe it's not even a discipline. I'd  
call it: "an invitation to the use of one's intelligence in doing things," or 
simply "common sense". The basic principles that Norman suggests, in a 
nutshell are: to ensure that it is easy to determine what actions are 
possible at any time (using constraints) making things visible, including 
the conceptual system model, alternative possible actions and outcome 
actions, making it easy to assess the present state of the system.

Follow natural mappings between intentions and the 
required maneuvers, including maneuvers and the resulting 
effect, between information and interpretation of the visible 
state of the system.  
In other words, the user can (1) guess what to do and (2) 
understand what is happening. 
 
Design should take advantage of the natural properties of 
human beings and the world around them, by exploiting 
natural correlations and constraints. As long as you can, you 
should avoid using instructions or signs. Any education (or 
training) that is needed should not be needed twice, each 
person should be able to say: "Naturally," or, "Yes, I 
understand." A simple explanation will suffice if the project is 
rational, if everything has its place and its function, if the 
results of the actions are visible. If the explanation induces 
one to say or think, "How am I going to remember all this?" 
it means that design has failed in its goal 2.  
 
These are concepts that once more confirm that industrial 
design is the art of simplicity.  
Following Norman concepts, I'll suggest a photo taken at the 
airport on the Greek island of Kos. It is a handle of a 
bathroom door.  
Contrary to what the shape suggests, the handle does not 
rotate but to open it,  you must press the black part.  
 
Evidently the desperate cries of trapped passengers who 
were in danger of losing their plane, have forced the airport 
management to add a note in a bizarre Italian and in a  
strange English, that probably tried to suggest to already 
nervous people, not to 'handle' it roughly. It is curious the 
absence of the message in Greek, it might mean that in 
Greece they are already used to this type of handle. Even I, 
obviously, repeatedly tried to open the door by turning the 
handle. I was already starting to get worried when, in the 
dimly lit room, I saw the writing.  
The funny thing is that this handle (I finally found this on the 
Internet) is an emergency handle. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
1_ Emergency handle 
of the airport of Kos. 
The inscription says: 
"To open don't use the 
thumb, push or pull the 
handle" 
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2_Emergency handle, 
Nuova FEB. 

 

 
3_A typical Borg. 

 

4_ Flash memories. Are 
symmetrical but with only one 
direction of insertion. 

A similar  handle to that of my photos is produced in Italy by 
Meroni Locks and is approved to be installed on emergency 
exit devices, according to CE EN 179. Fine, but the fact 
remains that uninformed people, inevitably have problems.  
As Norman points out: if there's a need to put it in writing, 
the project is lacking something. 
 
A well-designed emergency handle is the one below, which 
can be opened in one obvious way or even with just the 
push of a body pressed against the crowd. In addition, it 
has rounded corners.  
Another product with a usability problem is the USB flash 
drive. It is really convenient, it can be carried anywhere, 
takes up hardly any space. it's fantastic apart from a small 
detail. I must say I don't know who designed it, I imagine it's 
an electrical engineer. It may be that he's some electronic 
engineer who's in fact the Borg and hates humans. They 
know how to create extraordinary devices but only they are 
able to fully use them (you know what I mean, if you own a 
VCR). These flash memories are usually symmetrical, but 
in fact they have only one direction of insertion. According 
to Murphy's Law the first attempt always goes wrong. It 
wouldn't have been difficult to make it asymmetric (such as 
a trapezoid) so as not to waste time in deciding which was 
the right way in. Even with old floppy drives, though less 
symmetrical, you would often insert them in the wrong 
direction. Engineers, you must know, tend to make 
everything perfect, sometimes even errors. It would be 
interesting to calculate the amount of  time the world has 
lost in finding the right direction of insertion. We should take 
into account all the different USB ports. Some have 
symbols that distinguish one side from the other, but 
unfortunately the sockets in your computer often go in 
random order. 
No person should spend time understanding how the doors 
open, which way you hold a fork or insert a socket. If this 
happens, the fault is the designer's, and sometimes a little 
design laziness can cost dear. 

Beyond usability issues, there is a much larger category in 
design, some of which are definitely successful, that have 
flaws in the concept. 
An extraordinary object, emblematic in this sense, is the 
Stark juicer. It became an icon of non-functional design, 
thanks to the book by Donald A. Norman, Emotional design 
(Apogeo, Milan 2004). Juicy Salif (that's the name) it's an 
absolutely perfect  example. 
 
Virtually useless as a juicer, it has exceeded even its own 
function. More than one person has admitted to having 
bought as a small domestic sculpture, perfectly aware not to 
know how to use it otherwise. The defects? tiny things: the 
sharp feet that, although being made of polyamide (nylon), 
scratch delicate surfaces, the seeds, not being held by 
anything, fall into the glass, the grooves, too round, don't 
squeeze the juice well, the juice will inevitably wet your 
hands (because if you want it to stand still, you'll have to 
keep it up) and the gold version is corroded by the acid of 
citrus fruits. For he rest it's perfect. You can then keep it on 
display and when you need a juicer that works you can use 
the stainless steel Ikea one,  it costs much less and you can 
put in the dishwasher.  
The Starck juicer, however, seems to have a mysterious 
evoking power. Some believe it inspired Steven Spielberg's 
War of the Worlds for the idea of evil alien tripod. A common 
malignancy. How could one say that?  
Another example, still by Stark, is his kettle.  
Un horn penetrated by a horn. It will be sacred and mystical 
as shown below, mentioned in an ad, but a different angle of 
the neck would not require an unnatural and restricted 
rotation of the arm. (See picture on following page).  
The container (which does not open) is filled from the 
handle. That complicates the cleaning, and the nozzle also 
tends to drip. The steam, inevitably, comes from the handle 
and makes it unpractical  to use it when the water is boiling. 

 

 
5_Juicy Salif, Philippe Starck, 
Alessi, 1990. 

 

 
 

6_Squeezer Ikea. 
 

 
 

7_Steven Spielberg, The war of 
the worlds, 2005. 

 

 
 
8_Hot Bertaa, Philippe Starck, 
Alessi, 1990-1997. The 
advertising says: "The kettle Hot 
Bertaa (1990-1997) is crossed by 
the handle-spout, Its  sacral look 
was wrapped in the initial project 
with an aura of mysticism: in the 
preliminary drawings Starck had in 
fact planned a Latin inscription 
around the base". 
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9_Hot Bertaa. The photo 
shows the unnatural twist of 
the wrist. 

 

10_Cylinda Line Coffee Pot, Arne 
Jacobsen, 1964, Stelton, 1967. 

 
 

 
11_Different dimensions for 
different chairs. 

 

You can see below a well designed and most 
comfortable handle position.You will note that the 
low-point of the spout allows to pour the liquid 
with a smaller wrist rotation. The spout place at a 
higher level of the liquid prevents the accidental 
overflow and the horizontal opening provided with 
a drop-stop avoids dripping on the tablecloth. The 
thin joint between the container and the handle 
prevents it from overheating. The handle, despite 
the rough edges, is well held. 

 
The Strange Case of Dr. Glob and Mr. Hyde 
Let's now look at a small ergonomic issue. 
Ergonomics is an important discipline which nobody 
seems to take care of, given the incredible number 
of uncomfortable chairs on the market. It is based 
primarily on anthropometry, and this may already be 
a problem, at least judging from the image 11. It is 
quite clear that these people could hardly find the 
same chair comfortable, as we also have to admit 
that the human being is not designed to sit down. 
However there are chairs that, for some features, we 
could define "universally inconvenient".  
I sat on Dr. Globe in 1990 without knowing who 
designed it, at a club in Bologna. I noticed it because 
it reminded me of another project by Starck, the 
Richard III of 1981 which in turn took up the Sanluca, 
an armchair by Achille and Pier Giacomo Castiglioni.  
It was an intriguing idea, this play of full and empty  
was a great invention that deserved to be 
reinterpreted. The good mood vanished soon after, 
when I started freaking out to find a position that 
would soothe my back pain I was getting (my bad 
back is a litmus paper for uncomfortable chairs). On 
several occasions I happened to notice the chair. 
Most often it would be in fast foods. I wondered 
why. I thought the fact that were stackable, that 
they appealed to young people and other such 
nonsense. A friend of mine, working in the catering 
world, opened my eyes. These chairs are carefully 
selected where a fast turnover is needed. 

 

 
 
 

Comfortable chairs would bring customers to 
linger, and would be  uneconomic.  

Let's observe why it is uncomfortable. The seat is 
flat. Our buttocks are rarely flat,  usually, the union 
of the two surfaces is limited to the area of the 
sacrum. Furthermore, the edge of the seat is clean 
and sharp, perfect to stop the blood circulation in 
the legs. The back, far too thin, penetrates 
between the ribs increasing discomfort, it is also 
projecting an almost perfect to grip your jacket 
pockets when you get up. 

 
12_Dr. Globe, Philippe Starck, 
Kartell, 1998. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13_Richard III, Philippe Starck, 
Baleri Italia, 1981. 

 

 
14_Sanluca, Achille e Pier 
Giacomo Castiglioni, Gavina, 
1960. 
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15_LCW (Lounge Chair 
Wood), Charles e Ray Eames, 
HermanMiller, 1945. 

 

16_DMC e LCM, Charles e Ray 
Eames, HermanMiller, 1950. 

 

17_LMC. detail of the structure. 

If we want to understand how to design a 
comfortable chair we should observe the ones 
designed by Charles Eames. The seat surrounds you 
and distributes weight across the buttocks and legs. 
It is also well laid back to ease the pressure of the 
chest on the lower back. The edges are rounded. The 
back (the most important element in designing a 
chair) is snug, well located and with the right angle. 
Rubber shims between the back and the frame allow 
a slight adjustment of the inclination. Stark's objects 
recur in this book, as in others, because they are 
emblematic. Perfect for a design-oriented critique, 
as in this case, to highlight functional problems. 
Stark is not a designer as the old masters such as 
Castiglioni and Munari in Milan intended. For these 
masters, the designer was an engineer whose 
product had to be "anonymous". The idea was not to 
have a recognizable image. Success was determined 
by its aesthetic perfection. In this sense, Stark is 
closer to the fashion world and perhaps his most 
successful design is the image of Stark. The 
functional result of the product, in several objects, 
seems to be totally irrelevant, and the focus is 
moved to the emotional component and towards the 
recognition of the product, and then, by reflection, 
of the designer.  
Anyone wishing to go this way, should do so after 
serious preparation and technical maturity. The 
important thing is to be fully aware of the objective 
to pursue and get it using the best tools. 
 

 
The case of a Chaise-longue réglage continu.  

 
This magnificent Chaise-longue was designed in 1928 
by Charlotte Perriand, Le Corbusier and Pierre 
Jeanneret. It is a very famous piece, published in all 
the history of design books. It was produced by 
Thonet in 1928, by h. Weber in 1959 and by Cassina 
in 1965.  
It's one of those things that we could define ageless, 
having, as we shall see in a later chapter, no formal 
references. 
 

It is therefore rightly considered a design manifesto.  
From a design point of view it's great, the variable 
inclination system of the steel cradle that slides 
freely on the pedestal and the proportions is perfect. 
This extraordinary object, however, is wrong from 
one not irrelevant point: it is not ergonomic. We 
must also point out that it is an object of industrial 
design(even if it is mentioned in every book of 
industrial design), simply by observing the number 
and complexity of welds. These welds must be 
performed by hand in a perfect manner, as the 
chrome highlights defects. However, the reason for it  
not being ergonomic can be guessed from the picture 
below. The only position that will allow the chaise 
lounge is with folded arms. 
The face is so narrow as not to allow any arm rest. 
Reading a book, for example, becomes very 
uncomfortable.  
Knowing the intelligence of the designers, it is 
likely that this aspect had been taken into account,  
but perhaps the sculptural vision has prevailed. The 
chaise longue is elegant because of its thinness. 
Widening it would have meant loosing its charm. If 
you like it then buy it for what it is, considering the 
fact that it can't be used for too long, and that the 
main use will be for the eyes. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

18, 19_Chaise longue à réglage 
continu, Charlotte Perriand, 
Le Corbusier e Pierre Jeanneret, 
1928. 
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20_Afra e Tobia Scarpa, Vanessa, 
1961, Gavina, 1962. 
Below, the details of the 
structure. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vanessa's case. 
This elegant bed by Tobia Scarpa, manufactured by 
Gavina in 1961, is an interesting case because Dino 
Gavina has always shown concerns about the project, 
judging from his rigorous point of view, and  "not 
perfectly Industrial".  
The doubts, that even the designer had, however, 
were overwhelmed by the support and requests 
raised by exposure of the few examples produced.  
Gavina recalls that "... many were sold, because the 
public doesn't understand much ...". 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You can note that the bed is composed of a flat 
ribbon of steel. Gavina criticized the fact that the 
inner bands, rather than retaining the logic of the 
tape, were cut at  a 45° angle and then welded. A 
laborious and not industrial procedure. In my 
opinion Gavina is right, but this is not the worst 
defect. Unfortunately I've had to use this bed for a 
while and while appreciating it from a very formal 
point of view, I must say it is a bed of rare 
uncomfortableness. 
For those who love reading in bed it's a real 
damnation. You don't know how to support the 
cushion, as it tends to slip between the steel band 
and the mattress. A pretty edgy band that, 
inevitably, sooner or later, you hit your head on. But 
the bed is even more painful and dangerous for the 
feet. Designed to accommodate the covers, the 
band  is in the ideal position to be hit by a bare foot 
in the morning, when normally you're in a hurry to 
get dressed. The field lesson learned, has taught me 
three things: first, do not put your feet out of bed 
and place them at a safe distance from the surface. 
The second is not to be influenced too much by a 
good shape, and to try and imagine the use and 
practicality of the product. The third reveals that a 
good designer such as Tobia Scarpa can make 
mistakes, and that's comforting. 

 
The dark side of design. 
Many objects that surround us are wrong, but many 
others are intentionally silly or comical. Some of 
these products, as we shall see in the next chapter, 
are inspired by comics, are guised as intellectual or 
mentioning American Pop, but they remain jokes. 
We can also appreciate, finding them comics-like, 
cute and funny, but their nature remains the same. 
They are essentially toys for adults. Some of these 
such as the famous Firebird by Guido Venturini has 
had a tremendous commercial success and what we 
must seriously ponder.  
Why is this? Perhaps the inspiration of the Firebird 
could hypothetically come from a Teletubby's  
genital organ. 



106 107 Il design in tasca L’importanza della stupidità  

 

 
 

21_Teletubby. 
22_Firebird, Guido Venturini, 
Alessi, 1993. 

 

 
23_Merdolino, Stefano 
Giovannoni, Alessi, 1993. 

 
 
 

 
24_Attila, Napoléon, Saint 
Esprit, Philippe Starck, Kartell, 
2000. 

 

 
 

The obsession for buying these items could be 
called "garden gnome syndrome", perhaps it is a 
form of communication, given that these objects 
often do not even have a real purpose. A site worth 
visiting and supporting is the MALAG, the 
Independent Movement for the Liberation of 
Garden Souls. This new form of 'Art of Wonders' is a 
of the whole new world; busy, full of objects made 
to impress and attract the attention. If you likes 
the genre, has a minimum of talent and wants to 
succeed quickly with design, the path is traced.  
The hard part is convincing a manufacturer, then 
it's done. Welcome to the dark side of design. 
 
This "playful" style is not a problem in itself.  

One does what one wants. The problem is with the 
students. Seeing these objects designed by famous 
designers, they get excited and rightly feels entitled 
to his most absurd fantasies. Some people enroll in 
design courses because they believe that design is 
like fashion or still an art form and, from what we 
have seen, may be right. Luckily there are many 
who believe that technical training is important, 
regardless of the way they intend to take. This 
approach obviously excludes an easy way to design, 
and leads to the compilation of a few rules to be 
delivered first thing to the students, in order to 
postpone discussions to a more mature stage of 
preparation. The use of the pencil drawing that is 
already mentioned 

elsewhere in this book, is the need to train the 
mind to create images. The use of computers today 
is certainly vital, but it is always remains a medium. 
Getting used to viewing objects in your mind, allows 
enormous freedom. An analog medium as is the  
pencil, can develop this ability in a very direct way. 
It is therefore essential for a designer to be able to 
draw. 

 
 
In brief the rules are:  
1) The design project requires constant training. For 
this reason, you will devote to the project at least 
an hour a day. To do this you must purchase a 
sketchbook sheets of white A4 paper, on which to 
lay down ideas and sketch with a magic tool: a soft 
pencil (eg. 3B). It is good procedure not to leave 
gaps between sketches;  drawings should bear the 
details  of materials, dimensions and date. The diary 
is an important chronological tool, it allows us to 
detect progress. The training is very important. A 
good athlete doesn't necessarily need to excel at all 
sports. Just as a car designer can be a mediocre 
industrial designer or vice versa. For this reason 
every new product that we tackle requires time and 
special training.  

 
2) Before starting any project it's a good thing to 
devote much time to the analysis of existing 
products. The best way to do this is to draw them in 
every particular, completely taking them apart. We 
must understand how they work, what techniques 
and materials have been used to build them. The 
design must include all the information necessary to 
allow a craftsman to create an identical copy of the 
product. It is also very useful to criticize the 
object, ie taking note of the positive and negative 
aspects of the product. It is useful to have a written 
description of the item. 

 

 
25_Mel Brooks, Spaceballs, 1987. 
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Getting used to draw the objects around us allows us to 
understand how they work and how other plan, allowing us 
to appreciate the work and intelligence that is in the 
design cycle, including errors. Trying to figure out if the 
product can be improved is important and is the basis of 
the designer's work. As we have previously seen objects 
evolve and the designer is one of the figures that allow this 
process.  
3) Sketches of the project must be carried out, as far as 
possible (details), at life-size  (1: 1). This point must be 
stressed. A sketch on a smaller scale can be used to fix an 
idea when you travel or when you have no time. Objects 
often have a complex architecture consisting of several 
elements that can be very technical. You have to have an 
exact idea of the proportions of each element. When 
designing a lamp, for example, you need to know what 
kind of light bulb will be inserted, as is the type of shade, 
the overall dimensions, how much the bulb warms up and 
how the air circulates. 
To start of with a pretty little drawing and to try and fit 
the components, is like building a house starting from the 
roof. 
4) Layout and lettering are very important and are should 
be designed exactly like objects. The presentation of an 
project is conceptually as important as the project itself 
and is in itself a project. It is not feasible to stand next to 
the customer with randomly paginated page, bound by 
plastic rings.  
5) edges must remain free, always leave a strip of at least 
2 cm.  
6) In the absence of a graphic studio, it's better that 
drawings and writings be centered on the sheet with a 
principle of symmetry.  
7) When you design it is good practice to use the analysis 
of the product and always remember the basic rules  
a) study of what has already been done;  
b) the aim of the project (the people, the end market, the 
use, the environment etc.);  
c) the materials you intend to use;

d) The techniques, machines and processes available within 
the chosen company;  
e) The corporate image of the firm you were hired by;  
f) Economic and production costs;  
g) Usability and maintenance;  
h) graphics and packaging;  
i) disposal and recycling. In the case of the final plan, the 
design must be scaled and performed with the aid of 
technical tools.  
8) For statistical reasons, in a project, nine out of ten ideas 
are no good. Therefore, it is better to mind-bend, and  to 
obtaining at least twenty, so as to choose between two.  
9) While planning, you should try to avoid  anthropomorphic 
or zoomorphic subjects and generally witty or playful ones.  
10) Delete from project anything unnecessary.  
11) When a project is completed, always consider whether it 
is possible to make it easier. If, after having simplified 
everything possible, is still too complex, it is better to chuck 
it out. When you can't further simplify the product,  the 
process is finished. Simplifying the product means more time 
spent on design, but the cost of time spent on design is 
almost always a small percentage of the total production 
cost. It's the quality of the project, that can be competitive 
compared to countries with low labor costs.  
12) Never settle on an idea. It is usually necessary to leave it 
to mature a bit and to  look at it with detachment. 
13) The drawing must contain only the necessary measures, 
no more no less.  
14) Avoid the use of 'Pilot pens' and tiny mechanical pencils. 
On paper it is better to use only pencils or standard 
mechanical pencil. F and B softness should be  preferred.  
15) Always remember the golden rule: simplicity. Simple 
does not mean banal. Simplicity means: ease of production, 
ease of assembly, ease of packaging, shipping facilities, ease 
of use, ease of cleaning, recycling facilities, warehouse 
space, minor fewer complaints and failures, lower costs, 
lower retail price and an design with no connotations that 
age the product. 
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It is best to spend one more word on simplicity. 
Supporting this idea doesn't imply being faithful to 
the principle of the Twenties "less is more" Mies van 
der Rohe, nor being against to the 1960s by Robert 
Venturi "more is not less, less is a bore". Simplicity is 
the base of the industrial process. The industry by 
its very nature tends to maximize the simplification 
of the product. But simple doesn't mean minimalist, 
or formally poor, it means that every aspect of the 
product responds to the logic of machine, facilities 
and production costs.  
The principle is that any object, even if very 
expensive, must be the least expensive for the 
production, and to achieve this we must streamline 
the production process. So if there are two possible 
solutions that respond to functional or aesthetic 
that is to obtain, it is logical to choose the simplest 
and cheapest. Don't stop at one solution, but also 
seek the simplest solution possible. This requires 
more intelligence and more work. But eventually the 
cost of the product will be lower and thus more 
competitive.  
 
The exercises for those who start from scratch  
Paradoxically in a project,  the more constraints 
there are,  the more the design is easy. Leaving 
total freedom of choice only creates confusion. For 
those wishing to engage in the conception of an 
object for the first time, we can advise, among 
many possible, two simple but non-trivial, exercises. 
In the exercises, everything you need to build the 
project is provided. 
 
Exercise 1  
Available we have only already planed  pine planks, 
wood screws, screwdriver and a saw. You can only 
cut at 90°.  
Plank sizes are:  
2x10x200 cm 
2,5x20x200 cm 
2,5x5x200 cm 

 
Design a piece of furniture to choose from: a bed, a 
table, a chair, a bookshelf. 

Exercise 2  
Available in polypropylene sheet in A2  format (in a 
color of your choice) with a thickness of 0.8 mm, a 
cutter, a metal ruler, a compass and scissors. You 
can also have a light bulb and a pre-wired and 
equipped with screw flanges E-14 lamp holder.  
Design a lamp of your choice between: a table 
lamp, a wall fitting, a hanging pendant.  
Whoever felt dwarfed by the of pine planks plan, it 
has to be said that it's already been treated by the 
great designer Enzo Mari.  
 
This is the "Suggestion for a self-plan" of 1973, 
conceived for those who wanted to build the 
furniture themselves. Construction drawings were 
distributed free of charge by Simon International.  
It was to be a free and open project. Mari asked 
only to have images (photos or drawings) sent  to 
his studio of any variants. The idea of course was 
not understood. The majority of people 
misinterpreted it as being "neo-rustic style" 3. 

 
 

 

 

 
 

26_Bulb wired E14. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

27_Enzo Mari, Proposal for a DIY 
project, in collaboration with Simon 
International, 1973. 
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28_29_Enzo Mari, Proposal for a DIY project, in collaboration with Simon International, 1973. 

 
 
 

Plank measures shown in the exercise are the same 
ones used by Mari.  
The second exercise  was used  by thirteen young 
Portuguese designers for the firm Protodesign.  
Just like the former it has the great advantage of 
allowing easy implementation of your project. 
Having to build what we design is an important 
stimulus towards simplification. This is not DIY.  
Often it is only by assembling, that you realize the 
project is wrong; so it's important to start with 
something that we can easily mount ourselves. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

1 Carlo M. Cipolla Allegro ma non troppo, Il Mulino, Bologna 2005. 
2 Donald A. Norman, The Design of Everyday Things. Basic Books, New York, 
1988. 
3 François Burkardt, Perché un libro su Enzo Mari, with Juli Capella and Francesca 
Picchi, Federico Motta, Milano 1997. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

30_ The lamps of the illustrations 
are part of the collection "Ultra-
Luz" produced by Protodesign. 
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Comics and design 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What do comics have in common with design? 
Apparently nothing, but only seemingly so. We can 
say that the cartoonist as the designer apply a 
process of synthesizing reality. The cartoonist 
captures the identity, ie those essential elements 
that will allow us to recognize a character or object. 
It captures the essence and uses it for a expressive  
or comic purpose. He's able, with just a few lines, to 
reproduce the essence of an era, or a style, even 
increasing it so as to produce original ideas that 
could be reproducible.  

 
With a sort of a mirror reflection, comics, art and 
design have long interacted in the past century. Pop 
Art has certainly been the most obvious of this 
distantly related phenomenon, but there have been 
previous contaminations, the world of illustrators 
and of comics book it was very populated. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1_Drawing by Piero Portaluppi. 

 

  

10 
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2_ Drawings of Piero Portaluppi. 
 

 

 
 
  
Among the many examples, we should mention  
that of Piero Portaluppi (famous Milanese architect 
born in 1888). His idea of the future often 
coincided with a collective imagination that has 
not changed much over the past one hundred 
years. We find this idea, for example, in the 
scenes taken from  Blade Runner, with the 
suspended roads in the metropolis. It is a type of 
scenery that still refers to Antonio Sant 'Elia (1888 
-1916). The idea of the suspended roads has been 
used many a times, from Little Nemo by Winsor 
McCay to Brick Bradford by Clarence Gray. 
In these comics, as usual, future is represented by 
the aerodynamic shapes of the Futurists. It is 
curious to note that, even today, when someone 
tries to give a representation of the future, he'll be 
led to adopt many styles that are old, by now.                                                                    
      

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3_Ridley Scott, Blade Runner, 
1982. Sketchbook. 
4_Winsor McCay, Little Nemo, 
Garzanti, Milano 1991. 

5_ Drawing by Antonio Sant’Elia. 
5 

3 

4 

5 
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 As far as the decor, often cartoonist grasped 
aesthetic details of the historical period in which 
they operated, sometimes their cartoon taunted 
trendy furniture (see Figure 9). On other occasions 
comic illustrators adopted as futuristic, perfectly 
contemporary production furniture, as we can see 
in the image of the figure 8, Brick Bradford. This is 
1950s furniture, contemporary to the of the series 
issue. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
9_From I primi eroi, Garzanti, 
Milano 1962. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

6 

7 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6-8_Brick Bradford by Clarence 
Gray. 

8 9 
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You can also say that the influence between the 
world of cartoonists and designers is mutual. For 
example, there are countless home appliances that 
are reminiscent of Flash Gordon spaceships. And 
wanting to be irreverent, one could say that Gordon 
is at the root of Postmodernism. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

10_«Flash Gordon» n° 8, 1964 ed. 
Fratelli Spada 

 
 
 
 
 
 

11 12 13 
 

 
15 

 
 
 
 
 

With Ettore Sottsass, contamination becomes 
conscious. With a feedback phenomenon, he takes 
from cartoonists  what cartoonists had caught from 
designers. It is important to mention Sottsass as he 
is the designer who has most influenced several 
generations of Italian designers. Sottsass enjoys 
playing with the roots of American Pop and Avant-
Garde movements.  

He takes from Pop Art what Pop Art had taken the 
art of cartoonist transforming it once again,  into a 
real product and causing a sort of double filter of 
reality. Sottsass has heavily influenced the curious 
phenomenon that took the name of Radical 
Architecture. A ludic, dissident, cultural 
phenomenon, from which, in the design field, will 
result a curious anarchy of bizarre and often playful 
forms under the brand Memphis. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 
 

  
16 17 

11_Nilo, Ettore Sottsass, 
Memphis, 1983. 
12_Ashoka, Ettore Sottsass, 
Memphis, 1981. 
13_Tahiti, Ettore Sottsass, 
Memphis, 1981. 
14_Carlton, Ettore Sottsass, 
Memphis, 1981. 
15_Super, Martine Bedin, 
Memphis, 1981. 
16_First, Michele De Lucchi, 
Memphis, 1983. 
17_Tititaca, Matteo Thun, 
Memphis, 1981. 
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18_George Herrimann, «Krazy 
Kat», Brugherio, Milano 1974. 
19_Luigi Serafini, Codex 
Seraphinianus, Franco Maria 
Ricci, Parma 1981. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

18 

These forms are reminiscent of the Deco and 
extraordinary strips  of the '40s of Krazy Kat by 
George Herriman, set in the fabulous Coconino 
County in Arizona.  
Ettore Sottsass's visionary thinking led to a workless 
"planet", and dedicated to all forms of leisure.  
Among the grandsons of this Dionysian philosophy I 
must mention Luigi Serafini, designer and eclectic 
painter. He's plans are half way between Sottsass 
and the 'Impossible Objects' catalogue by Jacques 
Carelman (Mazzotta, Milan, 1978). 

 

 

Cartoonist's  Furniture is therefore consecrated, so much so to be faithfully 
reproduced. Such is the case of Deco furniture linked to environmental 
conditions of Felix the Cat, a cartoon character created by Pat Sullivan in 1917 
and cultivated by Otto Mesmer.  
Some of these have been reproduced for a traveling exhibition organized to 
celebrate the 80 years of the "Corriere dei Piccoli".  

The images were taken from an article that 
appeared on "Casa Vogue" in April 1989, signed by 
Nicoletta del Buono and Riccardo Bianchi. 

 

20 21 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

19 22 

 

20_ The furniture was made by 
Guidi on an idea by Gherardo 
di Fassa and the images are 
taken from the comics Mio 
Mao. 
21_ The cabinet were made by 
Guidi based on the drawings of the 
firm Biograph. 
 22_Mio Mao cartoons by Pat 
Sullivan. 



124 125 Il design in tasca I fumetti e il design  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

23_Mio Mao cartoons by Pat 
Sullivan. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

24_ Ettore Sottssas.  
25_Topolino e le meraviglie 
di domani, da Il Topolino d’oro, 
vol. XXXIII, Arnoldo Mondadori 
Editore, Milano 1974. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

26_Sydney Jordan, Jeff Hawke, 
H3691, Milano Libri Edizioni, 
Milano 1979. 

 

  
 

This piece of furniture for children is a tribute of 
Sottsass to  Mickey Mouse (Mickey Mouse ears are 
the two speakers). 

 
 

Comics have probably contributed to the formation 
of many more designer than you think, penetrating 
so massively in the world of cinema and literature. 
If we think of Star Trek, a TV series that has 
influenced an era, we must admit that that it was  
largely 'drawn' from the world of Comics. The 
science fiction genre, from Gordon to Jeff Hawke, is 
indeed vast. Star Trek clothing, for example, are 
always very adherent, just like the ones of 
superheroes. Today, more than ever, kids get their 
aesthetic taste from comic books and Manga in 
particular. The imprint was and is nourished by this 
fantastic imaginary full of forms and inventions. 
From UFO Robot to Goldrake, to Bleach we find the 
elements that have affected the youth market. Just 
think of the shape of motorbikes and scooters that 
have been inspired by the great Manga Akira (first 
edition 1982-1990) by Katsuhiro Tomo. 
The Japanese have given us a wonderful world. For 
us Westerners, unaware of Shinto, it looks 
extravagant and bizarre, but is not so far from the 
ancient western Fairy Tales, such as those collected 
by Italo Calvino in Italy, dense of magical creatures. 
There are many Anime with this imprint, those by 
Hayao Miyazaki, in particular, are the best examples 
of this animistic universe, absolute animation 
masterpieces.  
 
Talking about new Manga, 'Full Metal Alchemist' by 
Hiromu Arakawa is intriguing, especially for the 
beautiful story,  with its strange setting in the 
"techno-thirties." Among those similar to 'Dragon 
Ball' (always higher levels of fighting and classic 
good /evil fighting) stands 'Naruto' by Masashi 
Kishimoto, whose scenes are reminiscent of Moebius 
and Blade Runner. For the very special stylistic 
inventions it is very interesting to mention 'Bleach' 
by Tite Kubo whose costumes and scenery ranging 
from medieval Japan to metaphysical and 
hallucinated parallel worlds (Soul Society and Hueco 
Mundo). Not to mention the beautiful 'Lone Wolf 
and Cub' by Kazuo Koike and Gôseki Kojima and his 
heir 'Vagabond' by Takehiko Inoue. Or the magic of 
Rumiko Takahashi's 'Inuyasha' and 'Death Note' by 
Tsugumi Ohba and Takeshi Obata. 

 

 
 

 

27_Akira di Katsuhiro Otomo. 

 

28_Yoroi motorbike, Mazda, 
1990. Clearly inspired by the 
manga by Katsuhiro Ōtomo. 

 
 
 
 
 

29_Full Metal Alchemist 
di Hiromu Arakawa. 
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 Interesting Manga are so many that it is impossible 
to list them all here. A thorough analysis will be 
conducted in a separate book. 
The world of Comics is not universally shared, but 
as we have seen, many designers draw from it and 
many people are affected indirectly since 
childhood. Just think of the countless articles of  
clothing and gadgets inspired by cartoons like 
'Pokémon' or 'Hello Kitty', for example. To truly 
understand Comics, however, you need to start 
reading them as kids. Hardly anyone can appreciate 
this genre in adulthood. Per those who follow this 
world, Herriman and Miyazaki are poets like Joyce, 
just more fun. It is better but do not start the job 
of designer with Comics style. Sottsass could afford 
it because he did something else. A beginner is best 
to refrain from this playful universe, as there's risks 
of remaining caught in it. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 31 

 
30 

 
34 35 

 
30_Naruto di Kishimoto Masashi. 
31_ A drawing by Moebius from 
Major Fatal. 
32_ Byakuya Kuchiki and 
Ulquiorra, from Bleach by Tite 
Kubo. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

32 

 
 
 
 
 
 

36 37 38 

 
 

33_ Hueco Mundo from Bleach 
by Tite Kubo. 
 34_Lone Wolf and Cub di 
Kazuo Koike e Gôseki Kojima. 
35_Vagabond by Takehiko Inoue. 
36_Inuyasha by Rumiko 
Takahashi. 
 37_Death Note by Tsugumi Ohba 
and Takeshi Obata. 
38_Paradise Birds, Stefano 
Giovannoni and Rumiko Takeda 
Paradise Birds, Salt and pepper. 
It is part of the collection Orient 

Tales. Alessi 2008. A collection 
clearly inspired by manga like 
those of Rumiko Takahashi, for 
example, full of demons and 
goblins.

33 
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What enables us to date a product? 
 

From what year is this table?                         

From what year is this chair?                          

From what year is this lamp?                    

From what year is this handle?  

11 
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5 From what year is this car? 

 
 

For those who knew the test, it has little 
value, for the others the dates are: 

 
1) 1929 Table en tube d’avion, section ovoide. 
Le Corbusier, Pierre Jeanneret, Charlotte Perriand. 

 
2) 1955. Model 3100, Arne Jacobsen, 
manifacturated by Fritz hansen. 

             3) 1962. St Catherine lighting, Arne Jacobsen. 

4) 1960. Knud holscher, handle produced by 
Carl F. International. 

 
5) 1932. The house is the "Bellavista" by Arne 
Jacobsen. The car (a Mercedes-Benz) and the 
house are about the same age 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I  don't know if you're astonished. I imagine so, if you are 
not architects or experts in the field.  
Jacobsen's house seems perfectly actual, (betrayed only by 
the female dressed in thirties' style). It could have been 
build today without anyone paying any attention. The car 
definitely attracts our attention and would be immediately 
recognized as a classic car. For other objects the situation 
is similar. Not knowing, how we can determine how old are 
they? The answer is simple: we can not. Just like we would 
not be able to date a deck chair or a hammer or a beach 
umbrella (all antiques). The house can be dated by an 
expert, knowing it follows the canons of the Modern 
Movement which is still popular.  
Instead, are we able to date the Plymouth Belvedere 
Sedan pictured on the right? I would say so. You don't have 
to be an expert. You just need to be oft a certain age, or 
been to the movies, to be able to say that this is a '50's 
car. 
A this point it is clear that the only thing that allows us to 
date an item is the presence of some element, a shape or 
decoration. It's the same principle that allows us to easily 
recognize the Gothic Style, Neoclassical or Liberty.  
 As far as cars, it is often quite simple. This example of a 
Plymouth has the fins and the chrome headlights  are 
typical of that period.  
When an object is totally lacking any decorative or stylistic 
connotation, it cannot be dated. You can have clues, just 
by observing the materials and construction technology. 
Let us look at a car that seems to look younger than it is: 
the Jeep Willis.  
We all know its age and we know the age that is 
undeniable, but it still seems more actual, than, for 
instance,  this 1950 Fiat 1100.  
The Jeep prototype was designed in record time in 1940 
by Karl K. Probst, an engineer of Bantam Car Company, 
based on the specifications issued by the U.S. Army. Some 
prototypes were made both by Ford and Willis. The latter 
won the tender competition due to a better engine. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6_Plymouth Belvedere Sedan, 
1959. 

 
 
 

7_Jeep Willis MB, 1943. 

 

8_1100 Fiat, 1950. 
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9_F117-1, 1981. 

 

 
10_Boeing  B2, 1988. 

 

11_F22 Raptor, 1997. 

 

 
12_Chair one, Konstantin Grcic 
for Magis, 2004. 

 

 
13_ Pencil sharpener, Raymond 
Loewy, 1933. 

It is clear that the project had to meet an absolute 
pragmatism. There was no room for formal 
connotations. If we exclude the radiator grille and 
front wheels with the outer wing, typical of the 
period, the car is still extraordinarily contemporary. 
The necessities of war had imposed on the design of 
weaponry and equipment according to the criteria of 
simplicity and maintenance. The Willis responded 
magnificently to this criterion, all body parts are 
bolted and easily replaceable. All the pieces 
produced by the Willis Jeep or Ford are 
interchangeable (the only difference is a F on the 
Ford bolts).  
In the logic of a military vehicle there is no space for 
aesthetic or formal interventions. When this formal 
concern is absent and the project is entrusted to a 
group of engineers, you can obtain very successful 
and stylish products.  
An obvious case is that of military aircraft. In some 
cases, the reason of their strange forms derives from 
the need to make them invisible to radar. The forms 
then only respond to physical and natural principles 
preserving a formal coherence that, undeniably, has 
an aesthetic value. By studying the forms of nature 
and of solid geometry, we often get to the same 
results.  
We can find the same forms  applied by designers not  
for   practical reasons, but  merely for stylistic ones, 
as in this chair by Grcic. 
Wanting to go further back, a good example is that 
of Raymond Loewy (1893-1986). The design here is 
intended as a style where the shape is rather 
independent from the product. Not by chance Loewy 
ranged in all fields, including graphics. This 1930's 
sharpener has an aerodynamic shape that, obviously, 
is useless. It uses a concept already known and used 
(by the Futurists, for example) to evoke modernity. 
In any case Loewy has left an imprint in the United 
States and, consequently, also to our own, especially 
in the field of car design. 
By mentioning Loewy I can't forget to mention some 
extraordinary designs like Coca Cola, Lucky Strike, or 
Shell logos and packaging. 

 

   
 

This is a curious paradox. On the one hand there are 
engineers who don't care a damn about  form and to 
produce objects that have no formal-reference  (the 
jeep) or  expressive forms (stealth), there are other 
designers (or stylists, if you prefer) for no  practical 
use these shapes to create a kind  of industrial 
setting that become part of the historic memory. 
Design purists do not consider styling or car design 
real design. I wonder if even to ask the question is 
genuinely meaningful.  
I think the important thing is to learn to distinguish 
things and appreciate them for what they are really 
worth. Personally I feel more of a purist, but how 
can you not appreciate Loewy - streamlining? Going 
back to our  no-formal-reference principle, we find 
it, no more war motivated by ideals, but religious, 
in Shaker's furniture.  
 
The Shakers (there are about ten of them left) co - 
founded communities in England and immigrated to 
America in 1774 because of persecution by the 
Anglican church. They were called Quakers, 
trembling for their strange way of moving during 
processions. Mother Ann, visionary and leader, 
preached purity, equality of sexes, the community's 
property, tolerance and pacifism (which explains 
why there only ten left). These stringent principles 
were applied to every aspect of daily life and 
implied an ideal of simplicity. The real beauty of 
things lays in their usefulness and thus, ornaments  
has no place. Community life included, among other 
occupations, even the production of furniture and 
objects. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14_Coca Cola dispenser, 1947. 
15_Lucky Strike, Raymond 
Loewy, 1942. 
16_ Shell logo,  Raymond Loewy, 
1967 (introduced in 1971) 

 

17_S-1 Locomotive, Raymond 
Loewy, 1939. 

 

18_Studebaker, Raymond 
Loewy, 1953. 
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19, 20_Drop-leaf table, Shaker 
production, approximately 1850. 
21_Work table, Shaker 
production, circa 1850. 
22_Oval boxes, Shaker 
production, approximately 1830-
1860. 
23_Small side chairs, Shaker 
production, approximately 1840-
1850. 

 
 

 
 

20 21 

Still today many of these objects continue to be 
manufactured unchanged. To apply decorations to 
furniture, give in to fads of the time or just to sign 
them, would have been contrary to the principles of 
the group. Objects, like the soul, strive for 
perfection, approaching the idea of divine creation. 
This feature has made virtually timeless objects. A 
curious characteristic of the Shaker houses were the 
racks surrounding almost every environment. They 
were used to hang clothes, chairs and any kind of 
object. It was a very useful idea to facilitate 
cleaning and clearing out quickly rooms for religious 
ceremonies. For the same reason the tables were 
fitted with wheels. The principle of cleanability I 
mentioned earlier, basically. Something ideally 
similar to the purity of the Shaker  idea can be 
found in ancient Japan. Its elegance derives  from 
an ancient craft tradition and strict. 
It is imbued, as well as society as a whole, by a 
strong moral sense of discipline, self-control and 
duty.  
Probably a contribution to Japanese material 
culture was due to the development of Shintoism 
(Path of Gods), with its absolute respect of the 
elements and Kami of nature. Buddhism (introduced 
in the 6th century) and in particular Zen Buddhism 
should have contributed. The latter, with its ascetic 
ideals of purity and communion with nature, its 
rules of simplicity and poverty,, followed an 
essential sense of aesthetics, free from decoration. 
If we observe ancient Japanese objects, again we 
find that they are timeless. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

24_ Room of Katsura Imperial 
Dwelling,  1615 - 1663. 
25_Suribako (ink brush and ink).

 

   
22 23 24 25 
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26 27 

 

28 
 
 
 
 

29 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

26_Hishaku. 
27_Hocho. 
28_Blade of Katana. 
29_Hammers. 

30_Planes. 
30 

This magnificent tradition is now relegated to a few 
niches and a few craftsmen that the Japanese 
consider "national treasures". The country is very 
westernized, and many designers aren't careful in 
reading the past and to of the bond with nature. A 
master who drew from this heritage is George 
Nakashima. Despite having worked mainly in the 
United States, Nakashima has retained a love of 
wisdom and the poetry of Japanese traditional 
crafts and mixing it expertly to an "early American 
furniture" and to the Shaker method.  
Here, the respect of the wood is absolute. The 
table is left in its natural form. The crack in the 
wood is preserved. It is simply stopped by dovetail 
joints. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
31_ George Nakashima. Hand 
polishing of a table, 1960. 
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It is interesting to also mention what Frank Lloyd 
Wright writes in his autobiography: 

 
Deepening my knowledge, I saw the Japanese 
Supreme effort of elimination ... of what is 
insignificant. It was therefore natural that it 
would charmed me, and I would spend hours 
and hours ideally disassembling it piece by 
piece, and then building it back. I never found 
anything insignificant in Japanese homes, and 
I found out that there was very little added as 
ornaments, as each 'ornament', as we call it, 
they get it through the same way in which 
useful objects are created; or just by 
enhancing and letting the beauty of simple 
materials they use to build their homes 
shine....1. 

 
Going back to Jacobsen's house (hardly datable, as 
said before) we find the same principle. The modern 
movement in architecture, represented in the first 
half of the 20th century, the rejection of academic 
forms that had dominated in the 19th century and 
Eclecticism. In general all forms of ornaments were 
perceived as opposed to a desire to clean lines and 
obtain geometric perfection. Also the Modern 
Movement like "fundamental" or the Shakers, and 
the pragmatist  American army or the Japanese 
tradition, rejected those elements that allow us to 
date a product.  
The Modern Movement, as well as the phenomena 
mentioned is, to a certain extent, datable, because 
of the use of recognizable architectural styles, and 
the use of materials that are obviously not ancient. 
But that's another story.  
As far as our topic, it is enough to see that Le 
Corbusier's table is not datable, at least since the 
technology used  has been available. An interesting 
rant against ornaments can be found in the words of 
Adolf Loos, under the heading "Ornament and crime" 
1908,  which carry a short excerpt: 

 
 

Modern man, celebrating the ornament as an 
expression of the artistic exuberance of past eras, 
recognizes immediately the forced tortuous and 
sick aspects of modern adornment. 

 
Concepts that will often occur by supporters of 
rationalism. It's time to question the meaning of the term 
"decoration". We often mingle decoration with art. What is 
decoration? We can say that decor is something that you 
do not need for the functionality of a product but which 
was put there as a value added, or at least pretending to 
be such. Non a caso i sinonimi di decorazione sono: ab- It is 
no coincidence the synonyms are: decorating, ornament, 
frieze, pump 2.Paradoxically "ornare"(to adorn) is a 
scholarly voice that derives from Latin “ornāre” (to 
ornate) for  “or(di)nāre”, (to order): indeed, the latter 
verb was retouched, when it lost in the common sense, 
the link between ōrdine(m) and ornāre. 3 The origin of 
"order", which seems to derive "to adorn" was initially 
limited to technical languages; from "order of the weft 
thread" ...4. Over the centuries, this meaning has been lost 
and the concept of ornament has turned to become a 
semantic noise (a "disorder") intended to cover (in an 
attempt to improve) the original object. Let's examine a 
famous table: the Orseolo by Carlo Scarpa. An Executive 
Board table in polyester lacquer produced by Simon. 
Should we consider this table decorated, or not? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
32_Orseolo, Carlo Scarpa, Simon, 1972. 
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33_ Orseolo, detail of the 
joint. 

 

 

The corner fitting shown in this detail might appear 
as a decoration, but is really? The table is made 
from flat sheets of MDF (Medium Density Fiber, 
derived from wood) covered with a thick layer of  
hot-poured  polyester lacquer, brushed and polished 
with special flat machines. It is therefore clear that 
in order to join the two panels at a 90° you would 
have to finish the joint by hand. Also the leg, 
worked as a shelf, has in the joint, the point of 
maximum stress. Should the lacquered surface be 
uniform, it would inevitable for it to crack. This 
aluminum joint is an elegant solution to the 
problem. Its slight indentation ensures that when 
the edge of the table is finished with a hand-
polishing, the edges of the aluminum get polished 
too, leaving 

 

 

the inner part opaque. This surface-trick is a 
masterstroke. Just imagine the table without this 
joint. It would be trivial.  
I'd say that, on the basis of these assessments, 
especially the joint cannot be regarded as a 
decoration.  
Is this steam-engine decorated? A steam-engine 
built as a small Parthenon is the mother of all 
decorations. The decoration is almost metaphysical. 
Is this radiator decorated? Strictly speaking  you 
can't say that the heater is decorated. because the 
form is suitable for dissipating heat.  You could say 
that the radiator is not decorated in itself but, with 
its eye-catching shape, almost Liberty, it represents 
a decoration of the wall. 

 

 
 
 

 
1 Excerpt from "Autobiography" published in Italy by Jaka Book. It is shown in the 
introduction of Giovanna Baccini to the Japanese homes and their    surroundings.  
by Edward S. Morse.                                               
   
2 Sinonimi e contrari,Giuseppe Pittano, Zanichelli, Bologna, 2006.         
3 Dizionario etimologico della lingua italiana, Cortellazzo-Zolli, Ed. Zanichelli,  1989.   
4 Ibidem 

 
 

34_ Steam engine, Ernest 
Alban, 1840. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

35_Radiator, Joris Laarman, 
Jaga 2003. 
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The young designer and the 
danger of organic form 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The entire history of architecture and art are a continuous 
alternation of linear forms and organic forms. Very schematically, 
we can think of the Romanesque style, followed by Gothic, 
Renaissance style, later followed by Baroque, Neoclassical, followed 
by liberty, followed by Rationalism etc.  
Basically it seems that people get fed up, after a period of ongoing 
the same old saga, and a general wish for change . Over the past 
fifty years, this phenomenon has shattered into a myriad of smaller, 
often opposing styles. The reason for this might be found in the 
exponential increase in the flow of information, or globalization, if 
you prefer.  
So, why should  the organic shape be dangerous? Is isn't, in fact 
dangerous nor despicable, but it can represent a major formative 
limit for those who begin dealing with project design. The organic 
shape is easier, finds its justification in itself. It's really just a 
shortcut that allows you to ignore a lot of problems. Not so much so 
as to be faithful to the Louis Sullivan's principle of "form follows 
function"; it's not doctor's orders that objects should be functional. 
However, he who starts to design, must not lose sight for a moment 
of the practical, ergonomic, functional and productive aspects. 
Any object you draw, whether organic or not, must be first of all 
usable. Otherwise it is, at its best,  a sculpture. The risk of mixing 
between sculpture and design, between art and design should be 
avoided, at least in the studying years. First you must form the 
instruments of profession and only later, if you believe you belong to 
that handful of poets and true artists that are born every century, 
you may decide to do something else, or try blending disciplines.

12 
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1_Luigi Colani. 

 

2_100 Hz TV, Luigi Colani, 
designed for RFT Strassfurt, 
1994, then taken up by 
TechniSat. 

 
 

3_Glass, Kiwi 4577, Luigi Colani, 
Ritzenhoff-Cristal, 1980. 

4_Pegasus, Luigi Colani, 

Schimmel. 

 

 
5_Steam locomotive, Luigi Colani, 
1979. 

For example, let's look at the case of a designer 
Luigi Colani, born in Berlin in 1928. In some of his 
projects the organic forms seem to have more or 
less explicit sexual references, and, in general, I 
think a good example of what students, enamored 
by these forms, can be led to do. Colani should not 
be underestimated, he became a hero to many 
German students for his position contrary to 
Functionalism of Ulm, then dominant in German 
schools. 
« Colani is convinced that nature has already given a 
reply to practically all matters of form.  
His favorite car, airplane and ship designs are 
indeed inspired to nature, bird and morphology of 
fish. Colani considers himself superior to computers, 
and has never used one for the design of dynamic 
objects of this complexity:  
'If I design a form intended for high-speeds,  I try to 
understand what nature would have done. If I am building 
an aerodynamic shape I look at the shark and its shape: 140 
million years without change - is that not a success? »1. 
 
 
 6

 

Let's now take a look at some objects designed by Colani. 
At a glance, this piano seems to be able to easily reach 
warp seven. What follows is an urban project by Luigi 
Colani. To me it genuinely seems an opened legs lying 
woman.  Skyscrapers  as feet, arms, as airports. And 
finally, a prototype of a racing motorcycle. The shape is 
certainly penetrating, it can't be denied. The image of his 
head and signature, undoubtedly make the relationship 
with this, his own very personal project. It seems pretty 
obvious that Colani is fascinated by these organic forms. 
How to prove him wrong, anyway, since his enormous 
success. 
              7 

6_Luigi Colani, Plan for the city 
to the island of Chong-Ming on 
the delta of the Yang-Tze, Luigi 
Colani, 1994 
7_Luigi Colani, Gas mileage 
racer'. 1:1 scale model to 
break the record with the 
lowest consumption, Luigi 
Colani, The mid-70s.
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8_Antoni Gaudí, House Milá, 
Barcellona, 1910. 
9_Banco Batló, Antoni Gaudí, 
1906. 
10_Umberto Boccioni, Forme 
uniche della continuità nello 
spazio, 1913. 
11_Erich Mendelsohn, Einstein 
observatory, Potsdam, 1919. 
12, 13_Le Corbusier, Chapel of 
Ronchamp, 1952. 

 

 
9 

Though rare, also in the past there have been master who 
have used organic forms in an excellent manner, creating 
original and expressive forms. 

Let's see some of them. 
 

 
8 

In the field of design, Alvar Aalto, though having few 
pieces, was a giant. He's left a mark that has radically 
influenced the Scandinavian taste and world production. In 
this chair, the wood is cut, bent and glued. As Werner 
Blaser points out in his book, the shape is reminiscent of 
the Gothic vaults of King's College Chapel.  

They're more static than aesthetics forms. There is no 
other way otherwise to have such light masonry. The same 
stereometry also occurs frequently in botany. A drawback 
to this product, however, is given by the weakness of the 
joint of the leg to the seat. It tends to be brittle.  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
16 

 

 
14 
 

14: The lakes of Finland who have 
inspired the form of the Savoy 
vessels. 
15: Stool, Artek, Alvar Aalto, 1954. 
The development of the foot is in birch 
and resembles the shape of a fungus 
(see 19) 
16: Aino and Alvar Aalto. Vessels for 
the restaurant Savoy in 1937 (note a 
subtlety: the workmanship causes a 
non-uniform thickness of the glass 
enrich the charm of the object) 
17: Development of the foot in birch 
used for the stools and tables 
designed by Alvar Aalto and produced 
by the company Artek. 
18: King's College Chapel. 
Construction began in 1446 and 
continued for more than a century 
19: The shape of a fungus. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

10 11 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

12 13 

17 18 
 

From this series of images one thing is clear: Antoni Gaudí, 
Umberto Boccioni, Erich Mendelsohn  and Le Corbusier and 
Alvar Aalto, have all used organic form used as real 
masters, each creating a unique and new language.  
This is  not at all  easy as in using organic forms, the 
boundaries with plagiarism and vulgarity are very thin. 
        
                19 

 

15 
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Lets now talk about dates. Only he who invents a new 
language in a field as difficult  as organic art can be 
considered a great designer. From this short review it 
seems clear that to use in an original, organic form of 
expression one has to be a master. The risk is very strong. 
There is  an intermediate way, between the masters and 
the unconvincing products  that follow, designed by Carlo 
Mollino. 

    
26 27 28 29 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

20_Chair for casa Orengo, 
Carlo Mollino, 1948. 
21_Arabesque, Carlo Mollino, 
1949. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

22_Lockheed Chaise, 
Marc Newson, 1986. 
23_Event Horizon, Marc Newson, 
1992. 
24_Alluminium, Marc Newson, 
1993. 
25_Geon Lamp, Ross Lovegrove, 
2005. 

There is  an intermediate way, between the masters and 
the unconvincing products  that follow, designed by Carlo 
Mollino. 
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Architect and versatile designer, Mollino has used organic 
forms in an original way, although not oriented to 
industrial production. The objects that follow are designed 
by famous designers, but I am not convinced. They seem 
to be opportunities to invent forms that have little or 
nothing to do with the object itself. These objects we call 
chaise longue, table, chair or lamp, remain as I see it, just 
sculptures. Whether they fascinate us or not, there uses 
seem be just an excuse to make sculptures. Similar 
operations had already been made, however, quite 
obviously. In 1971 Dino Gavina invented Ultramobile. A 
collection of art with multiple destinations. But I must say 
that Saccoalato is a very comfortable armchair. I doubt it's 
the case Marc Newson's 'Aluminum'.  

So, is it art or design?  
Organic form takes us  back to the subject that recurs 
throughout the book: is the designer an artist, or not? 
Personally I don't think so, or at least when he's designing 
industrial products he should not behave as such. The 
object can also be seen as becoming a work of art,  but it's 
interesting to see that it is relatively an operation that 
goes beyond the intentions. The attempt to mix art and 
design, as we have seen, has always been, but I would say 
that a phenomenon is more related to craftsmanship and 
fashion designers than industrial design. A designer that 
knowingly makes sculptures, is no longer a designer. It is 
therefore a question of method of how to exclude the 
artistic process. Those who design for the industry just try 
to simplify, to make everything functional and 
economical, according to a logic of mass production 
entrusted to machines. The object that results is often the 
result of a team effort coordinated by the designer, which 
undergoes changes during the process of development; 
that can be many and there are adjustments related to 
the technical specifications of each factory. To talk about 
art, at this stage is hard, but in loosely defined fields,  any 
claim is sustainable. I am convinced that evoking art in 
this area is and has been, harmful. Many young designers 
felt empowered by the explosion of bizarre shapes seen in 
these years  in magazines and one is then faced with the 
harsh reality of production, of which they knew nothing. 
One is given the illusion that any fantasy could be feasible 
if the magic word "art" is present. 

26_Saccoalato, Sebastian 
Matta.  Ultramobile, 1970. 
27_Traccia 1936, Meret 
Oppenhein.Ultramobile 1972. 
28_Margarita, Sebastian Matta. 
Ultramobile, 1970. 
29_MAgriTTA, Sebastian Matta. 
Ultramobile 1970. 

The padded part of the "apple" is 
very soft.

  
22 23 24 25 1 e 2 Georg-Christof Bertsch, Per avere successo bisogna stupire, «Domus», 798, 1997. 

21 
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The Vespa and the Lambretta 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 In the '50s, young Italian were divided between Vespa and Lambretta.  

After the Second World War, Italy was a devastated 
country; many industries were either destroyed or 
damaged and there was widespread poverty. 
Piaggio, which manufactured aircrafts during the 
war, now had the need to convert to civil 
engineering. There was the need for a means of 
locomotion, less expensive than a car,  and more 
practical than a motorcycle. A means that women 
could use. To meet this need, Corradino D'Ascanio, 
a brilliant aeronautical engineer, invented the MP.6 
(provisional name of the Vespa). The genius of 
D'Ascanio, who had already produced the first 
Italian helicopter and the variable pitch propeller, 
was stimulated by Enrico Piaggio in 1943, working 
on a prototype designed by the Renzo Spolti called 
by the workers "Donald Duck" for the its awkward 
shape. The idea of Spolti was substantially altered 
and the result was an unusual-looking revolutionary 
object. Enrico Piaggio baptized it 'Vespa' (wasp) for 
its shape, thick at the ends and thin in the middle. 
The Vespa quickly became synonymous in the whole 
world with 'scooter', from the English verb "to 
scoot".The Vespa immediately appears extremely 
innovative for the time. The shell is self-supporting 
as the car of new generation. The engine, a 98 cc, 
and had a direct drive. There was no transmission 
chain. A weak and dirty element. The engine was 
placed asymmetrically to allow the housing of the 
spare wheel, a particular D'Ascanio felt was very 
important. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1_"Paperino", prototype designed 
in 1943 by  the engineer Renzo 
Spolti. 

 

2_Vespa, Corradino d’Ascanio, 
Piaggio, 1947. 

13 
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3_ The English Welbike, foldable 
and  parachutable, used during the 
Second World War. 
 

4 

 

5 

 

 

The single sided front suspension was conceptually 
derived from the airplane industry. It  allowed 
them to easily replace the wheel in case of a 
puncture. Furthermore, the lever shift was in the 
handlebar. The Vespa's mudguards  allowed you not 
to soak your legs in case of rain and shelter from 
the wind. The "sitting" riding position was suited 
also for skirts. The Lambretta was created by 
Ferdinando Innocenti. He got the idea form 
observing the British Welbike, the minibike of 
parachutists, foldable and dropped by parachute. 
Innocenti, first contacted Corradino D'Ascanio to 
achieve a small bike. However, differences arose on 
the technical approach and D'Ascanio went to 
Piaggio where he got free rein to his ideas. 
Innocent then turned to Pierluigi Torre (a colleague 
of D'Ascanio) and Luigi Pallavicino. He intended to 
exploit the technology of his factory specialized in 
pipes for building constructions and industrial 
plants (producing tubular scaffolding system by the 
British Scafolding). From Lambrate, venue of the 
factory, came the name Lambretta. The Lambretta 
frame was built with a pipe on which the metal 
sheets were welded. A much more traditional than 
the Vespa. Later, the Lambretta, too, adopted the 
mudguards solution. 

 

  

The real fans of the two wheels, preferred the 
Lambretta, considered to be more stable (the 
asymmetry of the Vespa caused side braking) and it 
was more powerful. The general public preferred 
the Vespa for aesthetic reasons. A fair amount of 
publicity  for the Vespa came with the film 'Vacanze 
Romane' (Roman Holiday, by William Wyler 1953) 
with Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck.This 
comparison strengthens the idea expressed above, 
that the emotional factor derived from aesthetics is 
predominant on the logic of use, and makes us 
understand how important it is to approach the 
project with an open mind. D'Ascanio, as 
aeronautical engineer, was quite alien to the field 
of motorcycles. This, combined with the mixture of 
ideas from aeronautical derivation, allowed an 
extraordinary technological innovation. For this 
reason I insist on the humanistic aspect of industrial 
designers. The ability to keep your mind free from 
preconceptions and constraints, is critical to the 
project. Some people think that this can be 
achieved by keeping a mental virginity. 'If you don't 
know, you don't go wrong'. My belief is that only a 
vast culture allows the germination of different and 
innovative ideas. The knowledge that ranges in 
other areas, apparently alien to the world of design, 
amplifies the ability to understand the world and to 
be free from clichés, real mind chains.  
The following examples show how a simple idea can 
change the way of understanding a product. 
'Parentesi' represents a different way to see a lamp. 
A cable, a weight and a hose bracket, blocked only  
by the tension of the cable, create a whole new 
setting.The inflatable helium lamp, by Afroditi 
Krassa, is a further displacement of the concept of 
lamp. The ball, made of plastic Mylar and inflated 
with helium, becomes a reflector that can easily 
moved in any point of the room. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

9_ Parentesi,  Achille 
Castiglioni from an idea of Pio 
Manzù, Flos, 1971. 

 
6 7 8  10_ Afroditi Krassa, lamp made of 

inflatable plastic film Mylar metallized, 2001 

4_Lambretta, 1947. 
5_Lambretta LD 125, 1952. 
6_Lambretta LI 1a series 125-
150, 1958. 
7_Vespa 125, 2a series. 1958. 
8_William Wyler, Vacanze 
romane, 1953. 

Just like for Coppi e Bartali, Italy is divided into two 
parties. The Vespa and the Lambretta. 
Both of them were not considered real bikes. The 
high Center of gravity and small wheels with their 
little gyroscope effect made them rather unstable, 
especially on the roads of the time. 
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Three coffee makers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The three coffee makers that I would to consider, are 
those by Richard Sapper, Aldo Rossi and Alfonso Bialetti. 
Following is an interesting transcript of an interview with 
Alberto Alessi, very important to the history of Italian 
design. The interview is taken from "lezioni di Design", a 
program by Stefano Casciani, Anna Del Gatto, Maurizio 
Malabruzzi, led by Ugo Gregoretti for RAI Educational. 
Alberto Alessi starts talking about Sapper's coffee 
machine: 

 
This object has a historical importance especially 
for Alessi, this is in fact the first kitchenware item  
by Alessi. We have worked metal since the early 
1920s, but until virtually all of the 1970s, we are 
dedicated to other, different Household appliances 
apart from the kitchen. The espresso coffee 
machine by Sapper was the first object of the 
kitchen. Today Alessi is perhaps best-known for 
kitchenware objects, but it hasn't  been so for 
many years. The idea for this project came to me 
because one of my two grandfathers, my maternal 
grandfather, was Alfonso Bialetti, and had 
invented a process for making espresso, designed 
the coffee machine, and the octagonal aluminum 
coffee machine. 
So, in a sense, what I wanted to do, was pay a 
tribute to my grandfather by developing a new 
coffee project in stainless steel. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1_9090/6, Richard Sapper, Alessi, 
1979. Compasso d’Oro 1979. 

14 
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Knowing that it was a particularly complex project 
in our profession, I thought that a designer with 
high technological culture was necessary and the 
choice fell on Richard Sapper. There first meeting 
took place with in 1977. I remember that Sapper at 
the beginning had ventured on highly difficult 
constructive hypothesis [...] we did work for about 
6 months on trying to make the closure of the two 
pieces of the bayonet socket without rubber seals 
[...]. It was deemed impracticable, as my engineers 
had predicted since the beginning. [...] 
The project, as I say, was born in 1977, and was 
presented to the public in '79. Indeed it was a 
project that has really stressed my technicians. 
Richard Sapper, whom I consider great – I have to 
say – is a member of the "Ulmian" version of design. 
What does that mean? This means that according to 
Ulm, the Ulm school, designers by definition know 
technology. My opinion is slightly different, in my 
opinion, I've never seen any designer entering Alessi 
that really knew my technology as much as I do. But 
in the case of Richard that was very close. 
This practice has some interesting reflections on 
the way to work and interfacing with technicians. 
Every project of Sapper is made of a multitude of 
small and tiny details, apart from the general idea, 
you can't touch. When my technical attempt, either 
for reasons of practicality or constructive costs, and 
ask for these detail changes, Sapper, is always 
against it. And I must say that he is right, because 
his design is made of many tiny details, if we 
remove these details the project is in danger of 
falling. 

 
Alberto Alessi continues the story talking about the 
coffee maker by Aldo Rossi. 

 
Now I must tell you  an opposite example; exactly 
the opposite, that has to do with Aldo Rossi, who 
also worked on a project of an espresso coffee 
maker. Rossi, as a good architect, pure, has a 
completely opposite attitude: 

 

once the initial strong idea was found, the 
icon of the object, he was completely 
uninterested on the technical details, and 
delegated a lot to my technicians. I remember 
the Technical Director at the time, when we 
developed the first Rossi coffee maker, was 
stunned to be told by Rossi, ' why do you ask 
me what radius this handle should have, you're 
the coffee machine expert, you can build 
them much better than me'.This poor 
technician, a having been through the 
experience with Sapper a few years earlier, 
haven't  a clue of what to do. [...]  

I remember that the second or third time 
Aldo was here and he brought his sketches. 
They were really sketched with a pencil, he'd 
draw a cover, put in a ball and then did a 
cylinder and put a handle and a spout. So my 
uncle – who was then our Super Technical 
Director – couldn't stand it any longer and told 
him: 'Architect, but couldn't you bring us the 
dimensioned drawings next time? ' It was the 
only time I saw Rossi really angry, he became 
all red and replied: ' But if you want the 
dimensioned drawings, call  Zanuso, not me ' 
1. 

 
Alessi is a company with a long tradition in the field 
of design, it has produced many outstanding objects 
that populate our homes and also many items that I 
would describe as "provocative". Alberto Alessi is an 
entrepreneur who certainly proves to have the 
broadest view possible.  
Going back to the coffee machines by Sapper I must 
admit that it is extraordinary. There is the 
invention of the locking system. Absolutely perfect. 
The detail of the spinning lid, so easy, so beautiful. 
It opens with the thumb of the hand that holds the 
handle. There's the drip-stop nozzle: very efficient. 
The wider base to collect heat. All very good, apart 
from one detail: the coffee is better with an old 
1933 Bialetti Moka Express. It is not that the coffee 
of Sapper is bad, but in the Moka is better. 

 

 
 

2_La Conica, Aldo Rossi, Alessi, 
1980-1983. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3_Moka espresso Bialetti, 
Alfoso Bialetti, 1933. 
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I really don't  know why. My theory is that the 
boiling water in the Moka flows more slowly through 
the mixture, but it could depend on something else. 
In any case the Moka Bialetti has had an 
extraordinary success which still continues, despite 
the obvious design defects and the design certainly 
not being exceptional: the handle is difficult to 
grab, and often liquid or steam pour on the fingers. 
If you are not careful in adjusting the flame, the 
handle melts. The spout leaks. Often the liquid 
erupts violently and the is poured on the stove (the 
problem is usually solved with an accessory, a small 
metal net placed on the blowhole). Coffee is better, 
so I continue using the Moka.  
Trivia: nobody takes notice, as we are accustomed 
to seeing it, but the Moka Bialetti is in a perfect art 
deco style. The perception of shape or style, works 
a bit like the perception of smells: when you're in 
them for a long time, you stop perceiving them. 
This story of Alberto Alessi is very interesting, as it 
illustrates, from the point of view of the 
industrialist, two different approaches to design: 
that of Sapper and that of Rossi. I would simply say 
that Rossi was not a designer (as he himself seems 
to imply), but mine is a somewhat 'Calvinist' view. 
Aldo Rossi's behavior was very common in the early 
stages of development of Italian design. The old 
masters of Milan, though technically more prepared, 
relied a lot on skills and expertise of the craftsmen 
of the companies. For example, Vico Magistretti 
(who's always described design as a work in 
symbiosis with the workers) or Luigi Caccia 
Dominioni.  
Certainly, times have changed, if a young designer 
showed himself up at a  company with just sketched 
drawing, he'd probably be ignored. 
 
An industrial's point of view  
A tribute to Dino Gavina 
I believe it is very important to report the views of 
those who produce. The interview with Alberto 
Alessi has shown us various aspects that normally, in 
books, are ignored. Following this path, another 
interesting point of view is to replicate is that of 
Dino Gavina. 

This is an interview between Isa Tutino Vercelloni 
and Dino Gavina and appeared on "Casa Vogue" in 
1978. It is a landmark article that caused a lot of 
controversy. For the first time, so obviously in a 
magazine, the emphasis was put on industrialization 
of the object of "design" and hidden project 
intelligence that this note shows. Gavina, just as a 
reminder, has contributed to the success of 
companies such as Flos and Sirrah, besides its own 

 
 

DG ........ "Let's take a look at the 'Barcellona' 
a piece that looks like being an example of a 
great industrial design," present in every book, 
every magazine, in every school. The meeting 
of two crossed plates of iron: how is it? 
welded? cast? how are they joined? .., don't 
you know? ... This is proof that it's wrong,  a 
proper design is always clear to everyone 
(when carefully examined). This joint Instead, 
it is an unacceptable mess. Also: the four 
corner welds on the strip: the strip should be 
used as a continuous ribbon, uninterrupted 
and welded this way! " 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4_ "Barcellona", Mies van 
der Rohe,  1929. Above 
the detail of the joint of the 
legs.
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ITV How do you then explain this process?  
DG "I think it's easy to see that in the superb 
space of the Barcellona Pavilion, Mies needed 
a seat that did not disturb that purity; he 
designed it thinking of just that space, just in 
that pavilion.  
It clearly never crossed his mind to think of it 
for mass production. So far, so, so good, his 
mistake was to let it being produced in an 
"Artisan Series", as an example of industrial 
design. Furthermore, the Barcelona chair is so 
photogenic that enchanted everyone, including 
critics, who never had time for a minimum of 
control. " 
ITV "So, with dealt with the critics, too. And 
the pieces by Le Corbusier, replicated for mass 
distribution, what can we say? We can look at 
the famous series of seats, for example?"  
DG  "It is clear that those seats weren't meant 
for mass production, you just need a minimum 
of expertise to understand that, but, as I said, 
nobody has time to think, in our time: they all 
rush! " 
ITV "Still those pieces of  furniture, were 
designed in '28, when Cassina brought them 
into mass production in 1965, they referred to 
as "classics of industrial design" (Bruno Alfieri) 
and by Gio Ponti a "rappel à l'ordre" (at the 
time of the Neo-Liberty); others called them 
"benchmarks of the history of modern art", or 
"minor architectures" by Le Corbusier, and 
Ernesto N. Rogers argued that "a chair of Le 
Corbusier is valid as a Savonarola, or the 
Barcellona chair by Mies van der Rohe, or the 
Thonet, or in short, as those few among the 
many objects that have the age of centuries or 
decades and that, however, are part of the 
things that last ". 
He called these chairs "rationally absolute" and 
even wrote that "they express the synthesis of 
perfection to which architecture should always 
aspire but which, unfortunately, rarely 
reaches," concluding that "no paradox could be 
argued that the deck chair or metal cube, with 
leather cushions are masterpieces, as well as 
other works are masterpieces ... created by 
the Master. " 

DG "I'm sorry for Alfieri, Ponti, Rogers and 
company, but the models are there; just look 
and think for a moment. We also know that 
these seats were not have drawn by him, but 
everyone seems to ignore this; Charlotte 
Perriand has always been rightly indignant. 
One day in Paris with me, he vented strongly. 
And he was right, and if it were not for his 
great respect to the Master you could have 
been able to produce them, too, with his 
name, because you had every right. It is clear 
that Le Corbusier has made his contribution, 
you can see that from the proportions of all 
the models , they're truly unique and 
exceptionally beautiful. But it would be right 
that these seats to be signed by all three 
authors." 
ITV  "But, on the issue of signatures, what 
would you say about these "masterpieces"?" 
DG "These, too,  are designed for a certain 
space, a particular environment to be 
furnished, and not another one! they're not 
models designed for mass production. We all 
know how things can happen: The great master 
has different jobs, has other problems; his 
assistants work on a range of furniture to put 
in such and such furnishing ... Le Corbusier 
watches them, every now and then ... Of 
course, even here, no one thinks of 
production." 
ITV  Here too, in the case of Le Corbusier, the 
error is in having put into production series a 
craft object?  
DG "He would never have allowed them to be 
mass produced (at least without finding a way 
to explain clearly the ways and reasons): If 
you're called Le Corbusier, you have a great 
responsibility ... This mixes up everyone's 
mind up, which is exactly the opposite of 
teaching ... In fact, how many teachers in 
schools, or professionals,  for the sole reason 
that these pieces were designed by Le 
Corbusier, presented them to students or they 
recommended them to their clients, thinking 
to give an example of "great design"? Instead 
the opposite is true ... " 
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5_Fauteuil grand comfort, 
Le Corbusier, Charlotte 
Perriand e Pierre Jeanneret, 
1928. The photo model was 
produced by the company 
Cassina. 

ITV So,  you claim it has been an incorrect 
maneuver, to put these exceptional seats in 
production? 
DG  "I can say that, after the success of 
producing the pieces by Marcel Breuer for 
Gavina, Heidi Weber came to visit me in Milan 
- from Zurich - to suggest putting into 
production Le Corbusier's. The same ones she, 
in a very limited edition and high prices, was 
producing for enthusiasts.  
But I refused. In my opinion, although they 
were designed following Breuer's models, 
these pieces suffered from a more traditional 
conception of the use of materials, and tubes 
in particular. To replicate them seemed only 
speculating; to produce Breuer was a different 
thing, or rather, quite the opposite: it makes 
sense promote a project that aimed at 
spreading to a wide audience, a present day 
industrial object, contemporary, still in 
perfect tune with the culture, materials and 
technology of the time. If, instead, we 
observe the famous Le Corbusier cube chair, 
what do we see? The tube is used with six 
welds, two more of the head, 

 and even other six welds that join to the tube 
(empty) the rod (full), to these we must add the 
four corner welds that join the L-shaped iron to the 
frame, and we have a total of eighteen welds in a 
single piece, which add to the inconsistency of the 
use of materials: three different materials used in 
the same structure and welded together represent a 
mad idea as far as industrial design is concerned." 
ITV What about the other models? Also those wrong?  
DG "Yes, all the others have more or less similar 
mistakes. Let's look at the Wassily: a tiny pipe is 
machine bent (to the minimum bending radius 
possible that can be machine made, without 
welding) so as to get a structure with no welds. Yes, 
this is an object that can teach something to all."  
 
 
 
6: Wassily, Marcel Breuer, 1927-1928. Produced initially by Standard-Möbel/Thonet 
as a model B3 and since 1962 by the company Gavina. Under, the Wassily 
disassembled. 2  
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7_Wassily, prototype, Bauhaus 
Dessau 1926. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8_Wassily, Standard-Möbel/ 
Thonet B3, 1927-1928. 

Examining the Wassily, it cannot be denied that Gavina is 
right, but remember that the solution mentioned is the 
latest in a series in which the previous models were not 
conceived for the industrial process. We see in the picture 
below a number of welds. 

 

 

 
Probably the 1927 model has matured and become serial 
through the contact with an industry (the Standard-Möbel).  
 

Design and School 
How does one learn the profession of designer? The 
answer is simple: learn in a "bottega", a workshop, 
from a good master. The industrial designer, 
together perhaps with the architect, is still a 
humanist craft. It involves a vast culture, transversal 
to all fields of knowledge. It involves a slow and 
constant maturation. It involves, citing Simenon's 
Maigret, "breathing the air, the atmosphere of 
places and things". The atmosphere of a factory, the 
atmosphere of a design firm. The University, for the 
experience that I had, I 'd say is the "place of the 
advise to study". There were more or less interesting 
lectures, more or less challenging. Many indications 
of method and texts, but studying was often lonely. 
It was basically self-taught, especially approaching 
the world of work after college. Relying mainly on 
texts may be sufficient if dealing with history or 
literature. 
But for such a practical profession as that of the 
designer, you need a constant guide, professional 
full-time tutors. Some universities are now moving 
towards the "workshop" logic, assisted by 
professionals, and that is encouraging.  
The only serious way to learn the craft is doing it. 
To do so, I do not mean submitting one or two little 
plans at the end of the course. 
 I mean: dedicate to design several hours a day, 
every day, being followed by a good teacher, and 
creating, even manually, prototypes.  
It is very important, first of all, to see how artisans 
work, spend a lot of time in the workshop, entering 
a  factory, wearing a gown and spending months, if 
possible, to see how they do things and trying to 
make them understand how they work. Understand 
why an object is in one way rather than another, 
understanding the limitations of materials, 
understanding why a solution is cheaper, but no less 
expressive. If you begin to perceive the logic of how 
the industry works, your way of design will change. 
Your way to design becomes industrial, because it 
will be  the logical way of doing things. For this 
reason, it is important to continue training, after 
the studies, at a workshop. 
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Great historical schools were essentially two, both 
revolutionary: the Bauhaus and Ulm. The Bauhaus 
was not strictly a school of industrial design, but had 
a humanist approach, geared for the field of art, 
architecture, crafts, and, secondarily, the industry. 
It allowed a vast open-mindedness and featured top 
masters. Although industrial made projects actually 
within the Bauhaus were few, we can say that in the 
school there was a seed that would generate 
profound developments. Already in the Gropius 
initial setting, the global relationship between 
architecture, arts, crafts and industry formed the 
teaching core. The same school entry banner 
announced: "Art and Technique: a new unity". 
Illuminating in this respect are the words of Marcel 
Breuer: "if we give shape to things, so that they 
work correctly, then the problem is solved. So our 
stylistic issue isn't even a matter of trend, but of 
quality.  
A Chair, for example, should not be vertical-
horizontal, nor expressionist, nor constructivist, nor 
made for utility or coordinated with a table; it must 
be a good Chair, in this way it will adapt to a good 
table» 3.  
With the school of Ulm, founded in 1955, design 
became an autonomous discipline worthy of a 
scientific approach. Gui Bonsiepe,  pupil and then 
Professor, describes the features: «the school of 
Ulm drew a clear distinction between design and 
art. [...] Design had nothing to do with making 
everyday life more ' artistic '. Furthermore, no other 
school integrated explicitly scientific disciplines in 
the curriculum of studies, by assigning them a 
critical role in training. [...] Ulm has accepted the 
idea that the industry is the basis of modern society, 
considering it , together with technology, a cultural 
phenomenon: it focused the attention on the 
relationship between design and society, a 
relationship that is far from being free from 
contradictions. Science was understood as the main 
point of reference for design and design education, 
focusing on research and experimentation, so as  to 
form a corpus of knowledge and make design an 
autonomous discipline. [...] 

Ulm was not focused on individual objects, but on 
their systems and project programs: it wasn't 
interested in the latest designer's famous lamp, but 
to the wider system of which lighting is part of." 4  
In 1968 the Ulm school shut down. Over the years 
countless schools started, countless 'master classes' 
were issued. Master classes,  in particular, due to 
the short duration, cannot in any way provide a 
craft as complex as that of the industrial designer. 
In the best of cases, they can raise awareness on the 
various aspects of the profession, or enrich a course 
of studies. The most useful master classes, in my 
opinion, are those with many hours dedicated to the 
use of computers, CAD programs and 3D modeling. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Transcript of an interview with Alberto Alessi, held within the program "Lezioni di Design" 
 by Stefano Casciani, Anna, and Maurizio Malabruzzi.  
The program was conducted by Ugo Gregoretti for Rai Educational.  
The song was taken from the website 
www.educational.rai.it/lezionididesign/designers/alessi.htm. 
2 By «Casa Vogue», 78, 1978. 
3 Marcel Breuer, Form Funktion, «Junge Menschen», 5, 8, 1924, p. 191. 
4 Gui Bonsiepe, «Il Giornale dell’Architettura», 33, ottobre 2005. 

http://www.educational.rai.it/lezionididesign/designers/alessi.htm
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Assumptions for a product classification  
or, the importance to distinguish between 
industrial product  
e product of an industry 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While reading industrial design texts, one often has difficulty 
in understanding what is industrial and what is not. The fact 
that a product comes out of an industry, does not make it 
automatically an industrial product.  
If, by industrial product we mean an object designed for mass 
production, designed to be manufactured by automatic 
machines and with a minimum intervention of manpower, we 
must assume that a ship, for example, even if produced by an 
industry, is not a fully industrial product. A ship can hold 
thousands of industrial products, to be built on the principles 
of prefabrication with extensive use of automatic machines, 
but it's still closer to building a house rather than a car. Just 
like an airplane, or a train, although to a lesser extent. It is 
difficult to draw precise boundaries in this field. There may 
be thousands of variations,  and they're constantly evolving. 
The level of industrialization that applies to a product also 
depends on sales volume. It sometimes happens that, for a 
small production, even if the object is industrially designed, 
semi-crafted or craft solutions will be used. The reason lies in 
the cost of facilities and molds.  
The cost of the product must be regarded as the depreciation 
of these investments and therefore a limited edition would 
have a disproportionate share of these charges. I believe that 
it  is important to draw the attention toward the machines, 
rather than on mass production. To design for the machines, 
and automatic machines in particular, is a different way than 
to design, and this aspect helps us to distinguish and 
understand. By roughly sorting the products, you can suggest 
a type of classification

15 
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The product of an industry  
An industry product, as the above mentioned ship, 
involves the use of sophisticated machinery, semi-
finished products, industrial products and labor of 
various types. The figure of the single craftsman, 
who controls the entire process, in the industry is 
replaced by the figures of the design engineers, 
technical specialists and project managers. The 
craftsmen work together at some kind of "tailoring" 
that are still present even in the most standardized 
ships. then there are different kinds of more or less 
specialized labor: fitters, welders, electricians, 
carpenters, glaziers, plumbers, painters etc.. Many 
jobs also are made out of the shipyard. The cabins, 
for example, are often prefabricated and are 
mounted whole. The furniture, in general, comes 
from different suppliers. It is then evident that the 
industry, in many cases, is not only place of 
production, but is also a point of assembly. 

 
Industrial product 
– Large series 
– Most of the work is carried out by automatic machines 

and molds 
– Automated assembly line 
–  The incidence of labor is limited to certain assembly 

functions. 

 

Pure industrial products are for example many of those 
single piece items: screws, nails, bottles, bolts, coins, 
paper clips, etc. 

Predominantly industrial product 
– Fair amount of the use of automatic machines 

and molds 
– Manual operations may relate to some 

components as well as the assembly and 
finishing 

 

 

 
Semi-industrial product 
– Manual intervention made with the use of tools, 

also sophisticated, on about half of the 
manufacturing process. 
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Craft product 
– Products made mainly by hand, even with the 

use of machines, in particular semi-
manufactured or casts. 

– The production of these objects normally 
implies small numbers. In some cases the craft 
choice may be made even within an industry 
(Chester sofa by Poltrona Frau). In these cases 
the choice is motivated by the traditional 
prestige of the object itself and the high cost of 
material used. The work of the craftsman is an 
added value. 

 

 

Objects placed in these sections are some of those 
mentioned in the book.  
The separation in different categories is arbitrary, 
based on information made available. Some 
objects may pass into the higher or lower category, 
based on a greater or lesser mechanization of the 
production process. It is therefore clear that an 
object can appear in different categories according 
to the company that produces it. The categories 
are not to be considered as closed boxes, but 
simply as references. In any case, my intention is 
to give an idea of a possible taxonomic criteria. 
 
Zero-degree design  
I'd like to sum up with a tribute to the legendary 
Victor Papanek, a dreamer, a great educator and 
eco-designer. And his amazing 'dung-operated 
portable radio' design in India. Out of reach zero 
design level. 

By burning cow dung, a weak electric current is 
generated, enough to activate a transistor and a 
headphone so as to pick up a radio station. An 
invaluable kit for the Wandering Shepherd in Asia.  
The project follows other great inventions such as 
pedal trucks and tractors, designed for Africa. 

 

 
 

Victor Papanek e George Seeger, 
Radio receiver for Third World 
1962-1967. 
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