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This introduction takes up the discussion begun in the prologue of the ninth volume of
this series, where some of the reasons were outlined for industrial design being one of the
activities that has had the greatest repercussions on the social dynamic of the twentieth
century. In the previous volume the theme we analysed dealt with two functional fields: fur-
niture and lighting. In both cases it was possible to fit these pieces into a specific category
on the basis of certain requisites that both fulfilled: pragmatism, aesthetics, ergonomics,
proximity and ambient quality. The same aspects apply to the objects gathered here in the
tenth volume of this series, although it is not possible make such a clear and precise classi-
fication of the work selected. The field of uses in fulfilling the many specific small needs of
man is so much wider that it is disorienting.

It is on this very diversity and multi-faceted quality of the objects presented in this volume
that this discussion is based, for there is no other inherent property common to all. A tooth-
brush, for example, has no connection with an ashtray or a door-knob, but they can be
grouped on the basis of their immediacy (and not just in the domestic sense) and by the fact
they fulfil, to a greater or lesser extent, a social or individual demand, be this pragmatic,
conceptual or simply decorative. The impossibility of being able to devise a classigcation
has meant that the aim of this prologue is not to focus on the objects themselves but to at-
tempt to explore less specific, wider and more accessible aspects of design at present. The
introduction, therefore, to this catalogue of designs and designers should be seen as a nec-
essary continuation and complement to the previous analysis.

One major Foint that should be noted is the importance that design is assuming as an es-
sential part of political, social, cultural and economic development in an unsettled and be-
wilderingly restless Europe. From the political point of view, the two dialectical poles of the
new European reality were originally two antagonistically opposed blocks, but the major
events that have taken place recently is bringing them closer together. On the one hand the
West has started on the path of economic unification, which will see the disappearance of
trading barriers and the creation of the single market in 1993. On the other hand there has
been the dissolution of communism, the disintegration of the Soviet republics and the re-
birth of previously repressed nationalism, unleashing the countries of Eastern Europe on a
desperate and precipitate race to adapt to the most conventional canons of capitalism.

In the face of this boiling cauldron, design professionals have had to join forces to be able
to confront the radical transformations of concept and methodology in the production and
marketing of goods being generated by the post-industrial society. The offensive has
emerged from a fusion of forces between, on one side, ministerial initiatives, institutions
and industry, and on the other, manufacturers, distributors and designers. The necessity of
having to compete in the international market has set off the alarm bells in many European
countries, who watch stunned as they see a situation arriving for which they are not suffi
ciently prepared.

As a consequence, government bodies and the various sectors of the creative chain of de-
sign have begun to question their level of competitiveness in strengths they once consid-
ered sacred. They have started to take a closer look at the way they do things in order to be
able to attain privileged positions in the market. The idea of restructuring is glimpsed as
one of the few possibilities open in order to be able to recover this sector (as with the rest)
which has propitiated a marked upsurge in this area. Only in 1989 did more than one thou-
sand European firms launch programmes of this type, which proves its effectiveness and
the truth of this argument.

In the context of design, this model of reorganization has had better luck within the
framework of small-scale industries and inside a single sector than those with a greater
breadth and variety of production. The methods used for restructuring are extremely di-
verse and in tune with the most common and aggressive marketing techniques of the stock
market scene. The application of these market techniques to the small and medium-sized
companies has also been encouraged by designers and producers coming gradually nearer
together. This has moderated their extremist attitudes and by bridging the gap has led to
reconciliation between art and industry. This closing of the rift can also be clearly seen as a
result of changes in public awareness and a leaning towards greater variety and more indi-
vidualized objects in an attempt to recover the Eoetry of the object.

During the second half of this century the authorities in the industrial world export market
have been, without a doubt, the USA and Japan, nations which, through opposite ap-

proaches, have exorcised the ghosts of World War Il and have established themselves in a
privileged position, relegating the past authority of Europe to third rung on the ladder.
Besides these two powers, we encounter another phenomenon that has unique characteris-
tics, but has little influence over the postulates of the official design culture. This phe-
nomenon is, of course, the many models that have teemed forth from the Far East commu-
nities such as Thailand, Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong which, in spite of flooding
western markets, have still not managed to raise their devalued economies. These products
represent one area of so-called anonymous design, sadly-made objects whose prices are
constantly going down and are guaranteed to sell, but have no value whatsoever in terms of
culture or beauty.

Since the disappearance of the Soviet Union, economic power has been shared between
the USA and Japan, the victors and vanquished respectively of the war. The situation in the
United States with respect to the field of design has changed ostensibly since the beginning
of the fifties, the era when the legacy of the masters of rationalism such as Frank Wright
flourished and crystallized in the Modern Movement. It was based on an internationat and
functionalist style and observable in the works of designers such as Charles Eames, Eero
Saarinen, Bertola or Noguchi and in the catalogues of legendary firms like Knoll and
Herman Miller,

The cause of the crisis in North American influence on this sector was the gradual deteri-
oration of the relationship between creative work and industry, a two-way dialogue that
forked into two very disparate approaches. From an economic point of view companies
have opted in favour of manufacturing and marketing low-cost products, without paying
much attention to either their formal or aesthetic quality. Taking up a contrary position, the
designers focussed their proposals on work with an artistic and sculptural bias: suggestions
of pop art, the synthetic, the plastic and bright aggressive colours.

The other great power referred to above is still an enigma in many respects, largely be-
cause the Japanese culture is founded on an ambiguous reality and contradictory factors. In
the past their culture heralded hand-made, artistic and individual objects, but it is now, on the
other hand, the land of mass production, the most advanced technology, avant-garde ex-
perimentation, futuristic fantasies and a sense of pragmatism. Between these two masks is
the true Japan, which has risen from the ashes to become a serious economic threat to
Western hegemony.

The source of inspiration, which has for centuries nourished Japanese wisdom, Chinese
tradition, is being supplanted nowadays by the seduction of Western ways. The facility to
neutralize the aesthetic achievements of other cultures, putting them through their own
sieve and adapting them to their simple and essential line, contents that fall somewhere be-
tween the mysterious and the accessible, is one of the Japanese designers’ most recognised
skills, allowing them direct penetration of the international circuit.

Between these two poles of attraction is a new conception of design in Europe, its official
birthplace in a new relationship with industry, at present going through one of the most
healthy and fertile periods in recent history. Having got over the post-modern hangover,
designers have adopted a more open and honest position of commitment towards their so-
cial environment, which has been reflected in a gradual recuperation of professional digni-
tﬁ The aim of braking the aggressive marketing of the most powerful countries has made
the Community's strategy come out on top as the most viable alternative.

At this point in the discussion we should pause to consider a knotty point of theory that
could spark off the heaviest debate yet. And this is the controversy about the existence of a
European design with universal characteristics in opposition to the affirmation of national
styles and the potent identity of vernacular features. Presumably neither of these judge-
ments can be considered in an absolute sense. Both can be defended or refuted depending -
on the way one looks at it. In this introduction we have opted to take the second of these
two approaches for it may be more useful than a discussion of whether European design
has a general identity.

There are numerous factors which have sparked off the diversification of approaches and
attitudes towards design within Europe itself. Besides its enormous geographical wealth of dif-
ferences, its long and stormy historical, political, economic and social evolution, even if nar-
rowed to the period since the Industrial Revolution, has been the cause of a surge of naturally
diverse cultures, ideologies, idiosyncrasies and attitudes. The relative failure of the Modernist
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utoFia and the international style reinforces the theory that, despite attempts to make a
uniform aesthetic and create mass-produced models that cross class boundaries, there are
stylistic nuances that betray the latent presence of stigmas clinging to certain topographical
cultural essences.

On the basis of this reasoning, one can indeed defend the idea that European design has
come closer to a multi-faceted reality in areas that are politically or geographically nearer to
each other. During the second half of the twentieth century each has pursued an indepen-
dent process which is obviously reflected in its view of the creative act. This evolution can
be analysed in three groups. Firstly the traditional powers: Scandinavia, Denmark, the
Netherlands, direct inheritors of the rationalist seed of American functionalism; next come
those countries which have combated the achievements of this movement in order to adapt
to changing social awareness: ltaly, France and Germany; and, finally, those which during
the eighties have freed themselves from the dead weight of ideology and politics to give
passion, colour and feeling to the excessively technological bias in recent design: Spain and
the countries of Eastern Europe

Within the first block, the northern end of the continent has an esteemed tradition in the
field.of creativity, which arose at the turn of the last century. This is particularly noticeable
in Finland where it is seen as a discipline within education, thanks to having set up, at the
end of the nineteenth century, the Helsinki University of Industrial Arts, a pioneer in teach-
ing design. The wave spread outwards from the Finnish epicentre and affected the whole of
the Scandinavian peninsula-Norway and Sweden-and the countries of northern Europe-
Denmark, Holland and Belgium. During the first half of the century the northern block be-
came renowned through symbolic, now classic, figures such as Alvar Aalto , Ingve Ekstrém
or Bruno Mathsson, and maintained its important position. As a result of the débacle in de-
sign experienced in North America during the fifties and sixties, northern Europe assumed
the functionalist stance and took the rationalist principles to their ultimate conclusion.

Despite the undeniable quality of products from this period, design in these countries has
been stuck in rather a rut and has not kept up with the evolving aesthetic sensitivity of re-
cent decades. The spread of new influences, especially the Memphis movement, has brought
home to the young Nordic designers the need to review their ways of thinking, in order to
get closer and keep up with changes in the principles of creation and production that have
occurred during the eighties in European countries further south.

Finland, for example, has approached this period of change with a spirit of innovation
which has polarised in two directions. On the one hand, the new generations are showing
an interest in experimentation, adapting the new creative languages to the solid functional
Scandinavian base. On the other hand there is a marked growth in commitment to ecology
as an integral part of training designers. Industrial reaction to these changes has come from
small and enthusiastic companies such as Artek, Avarte, Arabia, Martel, Neste, Nokia
Corporation, P. O. Korhonen, Juvart, Muurame and Inno. Institutional support, mean-
while, has come from centres such as the previously mentioned Helsinki University of
Industrial Arts, the Museum of Applied Arts, and from organizations such as the Decorative
Arts Society or the Ornamo Association of Designers.

It is also noticeable how other Scandinavian countries are responding to this need for
change. In Norway the main organizations of the trade (Landsférbundet Norsk Form, the
Norwegian Design Council and the Norwegian Group of Industrial Designers) have echoed
this process of rethinking Nordic design. Equally praiseworthy are the initiatives of centres
such as the Statens Handverskog Kunstindustriskole in Oslo, under the direction of Sven
Gusrud, who has promoted the training and encouragement of young promising students,
outstanding among them: Brigitte Appelong, Espen Arnesen, Frederik Torsteinsen, Anne
Cecilie Hopstock and Solveig Johnson.

In Sweden, the conventional attachment to national tradition and functional rationalism has
started to become enriched with contributions from designers such as Mats Theselius, Jonas
Bohlin, Olav Eldey and Bjérn Alge. The latter is at present the president of the Swedish
Society of Industrial Designers anéa is a member of other associations such as the Féreningen
Svensk Form and the Swedish Industrial Design Institution.

On the continent itself, Denmark is one of the solidest pillars upholding European design
and where much of it has arisen. In fact, the golden age of Danish design took place in the
fifties and sixties when the cabinet-making tradition became fused with the achievements of
such masters as Hans J. Wegner, Finn Juhl and Borge Mogensen. Rud Thygesen and Johnny
Serensen represent the last generation of designers who have lived alongside these figures.
This veteran, but still prolific, couple might be seen as the nexus of transition to the new val-
ues of Danish designers, the majority of whom are grouped around the Mabelgruppen AF
1983, an association of young designers who are battling against the indifference of large
production firms through a series of annual exhibitions showing their work. Hans Jergen
Christiansen, Kim Brun, Mogens Toft, Design 134 ir Torben Skov form part of this com-
pany.

However there is a growing sense of awareness in industry to be seen in the interest of
small and medium-sized companies, such as Fritz Hansen, Erik Jorgensen Mobelfabrik,
Nordisk Andels-Eksport, Harlang & Drier, Paustian and Hansen & Sorensen, or the still
more prestigious Magnus Olesen, Erik Boisen or Botium. Major manufacturers have re-
cently formed an association to promote the new image of Danish design, the DAD (Danish
Avantgarde Design). Government institutions too, like the Ministry of Trade and Industry,
the Danish Design Centre (DDC) and the Industrielle Designere Danmark (IDD) are joining the
initiative to recover their lost privileged position.

The endemic weakness experienced by the northern block during the sixties encouraged
the growth of new creative forces in countries further south, and caused the emergence of
a strong and powerful figure on the international design scene. This brings us to the second
group of countries led by Italy. It was this country to whom the honour fell of daring to
question the rigid postulates of the Modern Movement. The following decade saw the cre-
ation of one of the most important shows of the sector, the Salone del Mobile at the Milan
Fair, meanwhile the Neo-liberty style was translating a somewhat conformist conservatism
in industry. Nevertheless, this moment of slight stabilization soon incited rebellious voices
to be raised in certain sectors of design, especially amongst the young and restless, which
led to the flourishing of the Radical Design experimental theories. The decade of the seven-
ties signified the recognition on an international level of a new way of conceiving design, its
major figures including Mario Bellini, Achille Castiglioni, Afra and Tobia Scarpa and Vico
Magistretti.

The eighties represented the triumph of post-modernism, thanks to the exhibition at the
XX Salone del Mobile in Milan of the first collection of Memphis furniture. Sottsass and his
disciples gradually began to prevail initiating a stylistic renovation of products based on vari-
ety of form and, above all, on the introduction of values that were to quash the rigidity of
functionalism and humanize creativity: playfulness, irony, surprise, the object as an interpre-
tation of attitudes to life, endowed with a high symbolic and cultural content. Morphological
diversity, the individualization of models and limited production runs have remodelled the
manufacturing and production systems inevitably resulting from restructuring. It has bene-
fited the rise of small and medium-sized companies and raised quality to higher standards
by incorporating the latest in technological advances and managing to keep costs down.

Other industrially well-established nations as well are climbing on the band-wagon and fok
lowing the dynamic lead of the Mediterranean peninsular. This is the case with France,
Germany and, though in a different way, Great Britain, For a long time French design
found no influential position in the society and nor did it find the necessary support on the
part of industry. Its most prominent designers were excessively influenced by Cartesian
stringency and the logic of functionalism, until the Memphis movement, at the beginning of
the eighties brought back a sense of lightness, pleasure and hedonism.

Among its illustrious forerunners, Andrée Putman stands out as having rediscovered the
contemporary value of classic figures such as Eileen Gray and Perre Chareau, under whose
tutelage promising names began to gain recognition like Sylvian Dubuisson or Olivier
Gagnére. Later Philippe Starck emerged as the champion of a new and contemporary way
of understanding creativity: his designs behave like messages or signs of inherent content in
which the designer has assumed the role of communicator. Endowed with enormously fer-



tile talent, his objects are a combination of poetry, dreams and reality and have had a decisive
influence on the conceptual and aesthetic development of new generations. Besides these
two figures there are others whose names stand out, such as Jean Michel Wilmotte, Philippe
Boisselier, Ronald Cécil Sportes, Pascal Mourgue or Bernard Fric. During the eighties the
ranks were swelled by such designers as Olivier Gagnére, Thibault Desombre, Valérie
Hubault, Studio Nago or Garouste and Bonetti (the up-and-coming neo-baroque of today),
creative individuals who, following Starck’s guiding light, are penetrating a wealth of for-
eign markets.

Nevertheless, a joint effort was required from government and official institutions to help
push these designers into national and international spheres. One that is particularly de-
serving of mention is the VIA (Valorisation de I'Innovation dans I'Ameublement), a venture

that emerged at the end of the sixties and helped gell the objectives of French furniture in-
dustry. Through its patronage this body facilitated promotion for young designers in exhibi-
tions in the capital and provinces, as well as shows abroad. Design in France was definitive-
ly consolidated through government ministries and the visionary approach of enlightened
politicians such as Jack Lang and Frangois Mitterand who, through competitions organized
with public participation, encouraged the names of prestigious designers to become more
widely known by commissioning interior decor for the Elysée Palace presidential offices
and other government premises.

The strong industrial tradition of the French is shared by Germany. The upheaval of
German reunification has brought out the contradictions underlying the confrontation be-
tween socialist and capitalist design. It would not be advisable, however, to analyse the
German situation on the basis of this opposition, since as yet we cannot stand back with
historical perspective to see its repercussions. The most viable method of approach is to
look at the evolution of popular taste, something that has influenced a change in the way of
seeing things both from the designer’s and the industrialist’s point of view.

German society has become more interested in individualization in the appearance of
decorative objects and wants personalized articles that display craftsmanship in pure mate-
rials and of intense colours-things that are lighter in spirit and more unusual. Industry has
therefore been forced to respond to these new demands in aesthetics, taking up one of two
kinds of approach. Large companies have not taken too many risks and go for designers
who already have a name such as Ingo Maurer, Tobias Grau, Waldemar Rothe or Kurt
Ziehmer. At present the general trend is to try to find a point midway between these two
extremes to bring art and industry closer together in some kind of mutual agreement.

Great Britain is a much more unusual case. Despite the sophistication, purity and ele-
gance of its products, it has found enormous difficulty in overcoming commercial barriers.
The underlying reasons for this introspective situation stem from two basic points. Firstly,
there is a self-complacency in the so-called “British Style": the British public’s tastes are
very much based on sober rooted tradition. The second point is that there is a deep rift be-
tween art and industry created by the latter's conservative attitude towards new ideas. What
has happened, therefore, is that from time to time extremely talented designers appear on
the scene in Britain who cannot find the necessary backing through industry and have to
look for outlets through exhibitions and galleries. This has resulted in the work of designers
such as Danny Lane, Rod Arad and Nigel Coates becoming collectors’ pieces and fascinat-
ing study material for specialized international critics.

Having briefly studied the major powers that, because of their rich industrial tradition and
coherent evolutionary development, have monopolized design in Europe over the last
decade, we should take a look at other countries which have started to make their presence
felt in a quite spectacular way in the contemporary design scene. These include countries
that, for historical, political and social reasons, have not been able to match their rate of de-
velopment with their aspirations.

The isolation that Spain suffered for almost fort?; ears during the dictatorship of Franco
has resulted finally, after a transitional process of cKamocracy, in an optimistic-looking fu-
ture. Gradual economic growth and imminent entry into the European Community repre-
sents a tremendous challenge for Spain and this has been reflected in experimentation and

consequent progress in the scientific and technological fields, plus a greater production ca-
pacity. There was, too, a group of designers and industrialists who ventured, in the middle
of economic depression, to form the first designers' association without any kind of gov-
ernment grant or backing. The ADI-FAD (Agrupacion de Disefio Industrial-Fomento de las
Artes Decorativas), founded in 1958, and certain figures early on also found a niche in the
international circuits, as was the case with André Ricard and Miguel Mila.

With the arrival of democracy, these first attempts have acquired full validity and new
faces have begun to appear around a geographical focus point: Barcelona. Gaudi's city is
the birthplace of the new design culture in Spain and from it the wave has spread outwards
to embrace Madrid, Valencia and the Basque country. During the last decade there has
been a lot of activity in the Catalan capital where designers and businesses have joined
forces in wanting to be ready to take on competition. From the very beginning the charac-
teristics of their creative vocabulary took the international scene by surprise because of the
spark of vitality, freshness and passion distilled in their works. The Valencian designer,
Javier Mariscal, is the figure-head of this conceptual and playful attitude to design and has
become one of the most influential personalities in contemporary creativity. Aside from his
extremely personalized approach, other designers show a more measured approach, such as
Josep Llusca, Carles Riart, Ramon Benedito, Gabriel Teixidd, Jaume Tresserra, Antoni
Casadestss, Jorge Pensi and, above all, Oscar Tusquets. Their language, with individual vari-
ations according to the designer, has been defined by Ricard as “a style in which the func-
tion becomes form, without any warning of the moment that it passes from one to the oth-
er”. It is design, in other words, that is rationalist, elegant, and Mediterranean.

The influence their work has been exercising over the last few years has all been building
up to 1992, when Spain will be at the forefront of world attention as a result of three major
events: the Olympic Games in Barcelona, the Universal Exposition in Seville and Madrid as
the European Capital of Culture. The prospect of these three occasions has meant Spain
has had to take on the role of host and show off its most important skills, one of these be-
ing design. The exhibition Casa Barcelona, a part of the Cultural Olympiad programme, is
a sample of the versatility and wealth of creativity displayed by Spanish designers.

Finally, work of considerable artistic quality is gestating in the countries of Eastern
Europe, although it has not yet found the right balance between art and industry. The ac-
celerated pace of events that have caused the downfall of communism have encouraged
East European designers to abandon the official, monotonous design of socialism.
Nevertheless the change has been too radical and the extreme responses of designers has
been translated into objects that are excessively aesthetic, unusual and dramatic. In spite of
this, more assured and stable approaches can be picked out in artists like Vladimir Pezdirc,
Oscar Kogoj (although settled in Italy) or Jiiri Kermik from Estonia.

In this brief assessment of the creative map of the old continent we have wanted to place
this time of effervescent activity in the world of European design on record. It is facing a del-
icate situation where numerous and contradictory aspects have all been brought to a pitch:
artisan processes and advanced technology; industrial mass-production and limited runs;
private versus official and ministerial ventures; aggressive commercial techniques versus
classic methods; the opening up of trade barriers and the necessity for competitiveness. All
these factors go to make a complicated picture of European design today, and these two final
volumes of the European Masters/3 collection have attempted to proffer a reliable sample.
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