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Preface: Rethinking Design

Susan S. Szenasy
Editor-in-Chief, Metropolis Magazine

Itis no secret to any observant person today that every profes-
sion and every process is in crisis. Approaches that were inven-
ted and then matured in the previous centuries feel hopelessly
out of date. And all signs indicate that we are not yet prepared
to meet the crisis. In many parts of the industrialized world the
quick-fix mentality trumps the deliberate, systematic approach
that could create long-term policies befitting a democracy. What
brings this ineffectuality to crisis proportions is that we operate
in a global economy characterized by the instant movement of
capital while the people on the ground—with their local needs,

wisdom, and material resources—are left to fend for themselves.

To understand this new context, we must expand our thinking
to include the overarching needs of our time: dramatic and catas-
trophic environmental degradation worldwide, rapid and volu-
minous global communication, and unprecedented and life-
changing technological innovation. These developments call for
a new way of thinking about our world at every scale, in every
culture, in every geographic location. Like other endeavors, de-
sign, that thoughtful human act which gives shape to all cultures,
must be recast to embrace systems thinking.

You hold in your hand a book that points the way for the design
of interiors in our newly complex world. It offers a deep dive
into the things that make us human, our most intimate surroun-
dings—our interiors—being one of these things. It explores our
deep-seated and evolving relationship with our rooms, be these
in our homes or any other interior where we spend a majority
of days and nights. It traces this intimate relationship from the
cave, where the first humans escaped from danger, to the high-
rise corporate office where we carry on complex, yet invisible,
electronic transactions in ergonomically sophisticated spaces.

While we graduated from the ancient cave to the modern office,
we seem to have forgotten the very things that make us human:
our basic need for shelter, for well-being, for social interaction.
As you will learn here, each one of these topics, and many
others subsidiary to them, have been and continued to be stu-
died by social scientists through observation, documentation,
and analysis. Now, this scientific approach must become the
underpinning of design thinking. The art (beauty, emotion,
intuition) of interiors needs a scientific foundation (observation,
research, analysis).

Even as the profession continues to develop its ever-higher
standards for the environmental footprint of interiors—through
its demand for non-toxic, healthy material—it has yet to dig
deep into the research on behavior and feeling, comfort and
experience. While those who design interiors can document
the relative greenness of their designs, their intuition tells

Preface



them that this is an incomplete approach to their work.
Holistic design, or systems thinking as Buckminster Fuller
used to call it, pays attention to all our senses—smell,
sound, temperature, touch—as well as the natural and
designed environments that support them.

You are about to embark on a fascinating journey of how
art and science can come together for the benefit of those
who inhabit interior spaces, for the natural environment in
which we have all evolved, and for the profession that
creates the inner space. In the process you'll reacquaint
yourself with such basics of the human condition as trust,
dignity, and satisfaction.

September 2010
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Introduction

As working professionals, designers of interiors do not question
enough what their discipline really is or wonder about how
what they do is perceived by the public at large. They exercise
the skills they have so carefully developed, solve the problems
immediately at hand, and have the gratification of seeing satis-
fied clients. But spend time with thoughtful young people who
are studying design with an intent to shape meaningful environ-
ments, as | did while serving as the chair of the interior design
program at Parsons The New School for Design, in New York,
and you will quickly find they are seeking a more comprehen-
sive definition of that expertise: How, exactly, does it relate to
the other design disciplines and what is unique about it? Why
do we need design for the interior?

As someone trained in architecture, industrial design, and inte-
riors, I know all too well that, at their core, all design disciplines
share certain skills. But | am also very aware of the fact that
what they are concerned with is not necessarily interchangeable.
Yes, architects deal with interior volumes when they design
buildings, and they think about how the shape of those spaces
will affect the occupant. And industrial designers think about
the comfort and functional requirements of the individuals who
will spend hours sitting in their chairs while at work or traveling,
and the surrounds of these products. Designers specializing
in interiors think about how people occupy and experience
spaces, and how to arrange and use the objects that fill them
in a way that enables us to recognize who we are as individuals,
and how we relate to others, as well as creating the many other
intangible qualities that make us successful through the
success of our environment. This is not only limited to single
rooms (of any scale) but also to the narrative of the experience
created in the transition between interconnected volumes (with
or without literal walls or ceilings). At the core of interiors is an
understanding of abstract qualities of shaping this negative
space or void. All these complex parts need to come together
to form a cohesive whole.

Shaping the spaces we inhabit is human nature. Since we first
abandoned sleeping under the open sky for shelters with roofs
and walls, we have been modifying our surroundings by adap-
ting and shaping all the components intended to support and
improve the quality of our lives. Interiors and design, therefore,
are intimately connected to who we are as a species. Interiors
most closely define human beings, our behavior and emotions,
within our built world in a way no other discipline does. This
answer did not satisfy my students; they needed one that more
clearly and better defined the parameters of the discipline and
thus the career they had chosen: interior design.

After leaving my position as chair at Parsons to pursue the inter-

national commissions my firm had acquired and to assume the
presidency of the International Federation of Interior Architects/
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Designers (IFl), | began to realize that there was an even bigger
issue at stake. Not only do we not understand the role of design
for interiors as it exists today, but we are on the cusp of extraor-
dinary global and societal changes that will profoundly impact
requirements for how we live and thus the places where most
of our lives are spent: inside, which will affect, for that matter,
all design. We are fighting to survive on a planet whose ecosys-
tems our very success as a species has thrown out of accord.
As we struggle to accommodate our growing numbers in increa-
singly dense cities and buildings, we are becoming ever more
urban dwellers. In the not too distant future, we will inhabit
structures so large and so complex that they constitute entire
neighborhoods and communities. This will present us with new
challenges for creating interior spaces. It will force us to remem-
ber why we began to design in the first place: to improve the
human condition and provide ourselves with a measure of phy-
sical and psychological comfort. So facing all of those challenges,
what will this discipline have to become?

We are at a critical moment in the history of the world but also
in the evolution of design disciplines. To meet the challenges
we face, these disciplines need a better foundation upon which
to build, which will require the development of a scientific under-
standing of how the built environment affects us. Designing
interiors will also mean embracing a much broader engage-
ment with, and responsibility for, our societal and environmental
actions and making certain this knowledge is embedded in both
education and practice. This book endeavors to outline how
today'’s practice developed and why the discipline is perceived
as itis. How it must change by gathering the data—phenomen-
ological and sensorial-and must include a greater understanding
of human behavior and how it can be influenced through the
language of design. Once we can better quantify and qualify
the human experience of objects and spaces, we can align this
new design knowledge with our educational and design pro-
cesses. This new knowledge will finally foster a greater appre-
ciation for, and connection between, the built environment and
its occupants. It will engender and promote well-being and
facilitate human advancement.

The need for this design research is not limited to any particular
design discipline but will form part of a common language, and
will allow for ever more collaborative practice even while specific
disciplines ‘grow more specialized. But of all the design discip-
lines, interiors have an important role to play in leading the way
toward developing the core body of knowledge that will inform
all design practice: the interior fulfills, and always has fulfilled,
our most basic need for shelter. While the future of humanity
is tied to its past, the history of this past is expressed not in
stylistic periods but in how we have evolved as human beings.
This comes from within us. And thus design has to come from
within to envision and craft a sensitively responsive and respon-
sible future built world.

Shashi Caan
September 2010
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Chapter One

The Search for Shelter
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Man was first a hunter,

and an artist: his earliest
vestiges tell us that alone.
But he must always have
dreamed, and recognized
and guessed and supposed,
all skills of the imagination.

Guy Davenport
The Geography of the Imagination’

Chapter One



Human evolution and design shape each other. Design, always
a search for appropriate solutions to problems, has evolved
from utilitarian and indigenous applications into the formal prac-
tice we know today. It springs from the wells of our own nature
—to create, through imagination, the means of human better-
ment—and has become ubiquitous in all facets of life. There is
nothing we encounter that is devoid of design.

To design well, however, we must take essential human needs
and behavior into account. While we have some comprehension
of our functional and stylistic requirements, we have not yet
developed a necessary understanding of our visceral and psycho-
logical needs. To fathom what these are, it helps to consider
the very first habitable environment—the cave—for that is where
humans originally dealt with their most basic need, shelter,
through conscious intervention. By taking up residence in that
first interior, they uncovered design as the means by which our
longings for safety and security could be realized. The cave
allowed them to feel protected from harm and free from anxiety
or doubt, and the minute they went inside, they gained a very
different understanding of who they were and began to evolve
in a way that was quite different from what would have hap-
pened if they had stayed outside.

The story of the evolution of the interior is thus a reflective
history of us and our intrinsic need to improve our experience
of the world. This is the reason we design. Exploring the deep
past of the human habitat is, then, not solely a look backward
but part of the view forward. Knowledge of the built environ-
ment’'s humble beginnings enables us to start to understand
more clearly the impact it has on people. Only once we reco-
gnize this connection can we begin to build the comprehensive
body of knowledge that is essential to move design forward.
The design profession(s) necessarily must deal with our funda-
mental sensory, cognitive, and bodily needs as we embrace

The Search for Shelter

An early human painting in a cave.
While the purpose of prehistoric
cave painting is unknown, examples
are generally found in areas that
were not easily accessed. Although
many theories exist, the popular
belief is that they were done for

a greater purpose than mere deco-
ration. The earliest interior was
created when our ancestors disco-
vered the inside space of the cave.
That environment created a space
that was safe from the dangers of
the outside world, and one where
new forms of self-discovery and
delight could flourish.

138



