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René Dekker

Head of Residential Interiors
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Past, Present and
Future:

History and Trends in
Interior

Design

gE, WAEFRXK:
ERNRITNH R R LZRES

The sheer diversity of the scope of present-day
residential interior design is unparallelled in
history. While mainstream publications provide
us with snapshots of the most fashionable

and cutting-edge elements in interior design,
alerting us to what is hot and what is not, there
is also a wide variety of more specialised media,
tempting us with an even broader spectrum

of what is going on around the world - not

to mention the proliferation of globalised
information available on the internet.

As short as thirty years ago, most interiors
would have been “local” — created by local
designers for local clients with local materials,
factories, artisans and consultants. Only the
fortunate few have experienced the luxury

of creating a foreign or exotic scheme. Now,
almost everything is attainable and styles are
as varied and multifaceted as imaginations and
budgets could be!

Once upon a time, choice was limited by
geography and the small number of creative
individuals in the field, and of course by
technology. From early records we know that
the wealthy and elite of great civilisations such
as the Romans and the Greeks had already
started to design their interiors. Great care and
thought were placed into layouts of homes, but
no expense was spared when furnishing them.
There can be no doubt that these interiors were
rich and colourful — filled with art and sculpture
or with intricate mosaic flooring — as they could
be in that time. In recent years, technological
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advances have created unbelievable

options in fabrics and furniture, about
which everything is possible, with design
and structure limited only by people’s
imagination. With the Industrial Revolution
and the mass production of fabrics and
furniture, new designs proliferated, which
in turn inspired creative minds to push
the boundaries of conventional thought.
Suddenly you could have an Egyptian or
Moroccan interior, even if you had never
travelled there before. Mass production
not only created cheaper goods, but also
brought in foreign delights. It is now
possible to own a clock made in Germany,
a rug woven in Belgium and an armchair
made in Britain!

Progress and improvement had been
exponentially made in the following years,
with the latter half of the 20th century
seeing a literal explosion of diversity in

the design world. The invention of man-
made materials — plastic, for example —

led to more refined products such as vinyl
and polyester. Those were initially used to
produce crude copies of leather and silk,
but now, in the 21st century, they have
blossomed into spectacular elements in
their own right. MDF and engineered wood
have led to the realisation of previously
impossible ideas and the age of computer
has offered us unlimited ways of producing
and reproducing extremely intricate
designs. Adding in the advent of laser, one
feels as if anything is now truly possible.
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In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the
stage was set for the bright and vibrant

colours of Tricia Guild’'s “Designers Guild”,
heralding a fresh and new concept for

the world of design and overturning

the basic colour palette of the previous
decade. After years of dominance, this was
followed by the calm and tranquil palette
of designer Kelly Hoppen as the “Mode

du Jour”, which in turn was followed by
the recent penchant for everything crystal.
Even though these styles were diametrically
different, they also share some elements in
common, such as pattern, which has always
been drawn from history and which helped
to thread the styles together in an invisible
patchwork.

Just as the case in the recent past is,
historical features have always played an
important role in shaping current trends
and it is no more so than now. Baroque
and Rococco elements have been stylised
and altered to suit modern taste with their
wonderful shapely curves featuring in
everything from wall coverings to furniture,
but with a difference. The wall covering

is no longer paper and is now embossed
instead of printed and is translucent rather
than opaque!
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Our world has become smaller. Travel
allows many people — not just the rich —

to experience exotic places and allows

the brave few to wander off to explore
more obscure areas, for the discovery of
traditional craftsmanship. What started
with tradespeople buying great quantities
of these crafted products and selling them
on the western markets led to the new idea
that pre-eminent designers could combine
traditional manufacturing methods with
Western-European styling to create cutting-
edge designs. For example, exquisite glass
lighting is being produced in countries
such as the Czech Republic, with centuries-
old methods, but with a new lust for life.
Gone are the fussy details and in their
place are chic clean lines. Countries such
as India are combining natural elements
such as mother-of-pearl with traditional
workmanship to create contemporary
products with unbelievable finishes that
are not only exquisite, but durable and
serviceable. And, of course, China, whose
ancient designs remain inspirational

and who for many years helped produce
the goods that fuelled western society,
has finally come to the modern era by
providing us with affordable top-quality
products that emulate the standard

of the style and content of previously
unaffordable design elements.
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At the opposite end of the spectrum there is also

a new generation of designer, not only searching
for fresh and exciting products, but creating them.
Combining up-to-the-minute technology with
traditional design, individuals such as Tord Boontje
and Marcel Wanders at Moooi have overturned our
concept of what is hip and fashionable. Stunning
products such as the “Garland” light and the "Sky
Garden”, not to mention the ubiquitous “Light
Shade Shade”, are all testament to the fact that,
although you can't reinvent the wheel, you can
certainly remodel it! Pushing the boat out even
further are inspiring people such as Karim Rashid
and Ron Arad, who strive not only to provide the
world with brilliant and innovative new products
and designs, but also, and especially, to impart
their creative knowledge by teaching and inspiring
the young talent of tomorrow.

Lighting is especially an area where products have
developed in leaps and bounds. The German
company, Windfall, reinvented the traditional
crystal arm chandelier by constructing the Balance,
a free-floating, totally transparent version of its
former self. Not only does each candle suspend
from the ceiling on its own invisible thread, but the
light source is neatly hidden in the ceiling, making
this entire visual feast appear ghostly and ethereal.
Equally beautiful is the range of candle lights
designed by American Kevin Reilly, which emulate
the style and romance of a bygone era by creating
what appear to be traditional bronze patinated
sconces and candelabras housing the humble
candle, but actually, the candle is electrically
illuminated and made from a modern material
which will hold its shape and form for the life of
the fitting!
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In our haste to lionise the breakthroughs of
contemporary design, we should not forget to
venerate those established designers who have
maintained long and successful careers by providing
a combination of classic design and quality service.
Nicholas Haslam, Alberto Pinto and Jacques Garcia
are just a few of the talented individuals who are
and always will be the backbone of residential
interior design. They also have a niche in the broad
spectrum of design, not necessarily making use of
the latest trends but concentrating rather on the

classic, whilst enjoying the advances in manufacture.

They might prefer an 18th century pattern, but
would redefine it by way of a 21st century fabric.

Finally, what about bad designs? Is there anything
left in this new design-conscious world of ours? The
answer of course is yes, but according to whom?
Mass production has also brought with it watered-
down designs, which cut corners to make products
cheaper and more accessible to the world, but

are they bad designs if the general population is
buying them and who is to blame? In our mission to
beautify the world, have we, the designers, created
a monster? The proliferation of publications, books
and TV shows all dedicated to residential design
has made the public more aware of options, choices
and opportunities for their own surroundings. This
in turn has developed their respect for the talent
and work of designers, elevating the status as well
as the quality and diversity of the work. Although
this democratisation has its downsides in terms of
product quality, it has also led to an explosion of
talent, creating finer and finer designs that are

not only helping to shape the current trend in
residential interior design but also paving the way

for a future bursting with potential and possibilities.
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