m ﬂi

Springer Series in Design and Innovatlon 37
F 4

Francesca Zanella - Glamplero Boseni -
Flisabetta Di Stefano”*‘Gioia Laura lannilli -
Giovanni Matteucci - Rita Messori -
Raffaella Trocchianesi Editors

Multidisciplinary
Aspects
of Design

Objects, Processes, Experiences and
Narratives

OPEN ACCESS @)\ Springer



Springer Series in Design and Innovation 37

Editor-in-Chief

Francesca Tosi, University of Florence, Florence, Italy

Series Editors

Claudio Germak, Politecnico di Torino, Turin, Italy

Francesco Zurlo®, Politecnico di Milano, Milan, Italy

Zhi Jinyi, Southwest Jiaotong University, Chengdu, China

Marilaine Pozzatti Amadori, Universidade Federal de Santa Maria, Santa Maria,
Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil

Maurizio Caon®, University of Applied Sciences and Arts, Fribourg, Switzerland


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7095-0699
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4050-4214

Springer Series in Design and Innovation (SSDI) publishes books on innova-
tion and the latest developments in the fields of Product Design, Interior Design
and Communication Design, with particular emphasis on technological and formal
innovation, and on the application of digital technologies and new materials. The
series explores all aspects of design, e.g. Human-Centered Design/User Experi-
ence, Service Design, and Design Thinking, which provide transversal and inno-
vative approaches oriented on the involvement of people throughout the design
development process. In addition, it covers emerging areas of research that may
represent essential opportunities for economic and social development.

In fields ranging from the humanities to engineering and architecture, design is
increasingly being recognized as a key means of bringing ideas to the market by
transforming them into user-friendly and appealing products or services. Moreover,
it provides a variety of methodologies, tools and techniques that can be used at
different stages of the innovation process to enhance the value of new products and
services.

The series’ scope includes monographs, professional books, advanced textbooks,
selected contributions from specialized conferences and workshops, and outstand-
ing Ph.D. theses.

The volumes of the series are single-blind peer-reviewed.

Keywords: Product and System Innovation; Product design; Interior design; Commu-
nication  Design;  Human-Centered  Design/User = Experience;  Service
Design; Design Thinking; Digital Innovation; Innovation of Materials.

How to submit proposals

Proposals must include: title, keywords, presentation (max 10,000 characters), table of
contents, chapter abstracts, editors’/authors’ CV.

In case of proceedings, chairmen/editors are requested to submit the link to
conference website (incl. relevant information such as committee members, topics,
key dates, keynote speakers, information about the reviewing process, etc.), and
approx. number of papers.

Proposals must be sent to: series editor Prof. Francesca Tosi (francesca.tosi @unifi.it)
and/or publishing editor Mr. Pierpaolo Riva (pierpaolo.riva@springer.com).


mailto:francesca.tosi@unifi.it
mailto:pierpaolo.riva@springer.com

Francesca Zanella - Giampiero Bosoni -
Elisabetta D1 Stefano - Gioia Laura Iannilli -
Giovanni Matteucci - Rita Messori -
Raffaella Trocchianesi

Editors

Multidisciplinary Aspects
of Design

Objects, Processes, Experiences and Narratives

@ Springer



Editors

Francesca Zanella

Department of Engineering “Enzo Ferrari”
University of Modena and Reggio Emilia
Modena, Italy

Elisabetta Di Stefano
Department of Humanities
University of Palermo
Palermo, Italy

Giampiero Bosoni
Department of Design
Politecnico di Milano
Milan, Italy

Gioia Laura Iannilli
Department of Philosophy
and Communication Studies
University of Bologna

Bologna, Italy
Giovanni Matteucci
Department of Philosophy
and Communication Studies
University of Bologna
Bologna, Italy

Rita Messori

Department of Humanities, Social Sciences
and Cultural Industries

University of Parma

Parma, Italy

Raffaella Trocchianesi

Department of Design

Politecnico di Milano

Milan, Italy

ISSN 2661-8184 ISSN 2661-8192 (electronic)
Springer Series in Design and Innovation

ISBN 978-3-031-49810-7 ISBN 978-3-031-49811-4 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-49811-4

This work was supported by Centro Studi e Archivio della Comunicazione, Universita di Palermo and
Politecnico di Milano.

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2024. This book is an open access publication.

Open Access This book is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution
and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and
the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this book are included in the book’s Creative Commons license,
unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the book’s Creative
Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use,
you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or the
editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any errors
or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature Switzerland AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

Paper in this product is recyclable.


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4373-0460
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8618-2981
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9084-5167
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1724-0345
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9378-0717
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0974-2575
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-49811-4
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Introduction

This book is the result of a long research process. The work started in 2020 with an
exhibition held in Parma (Design! Oggetti processi esperienze, CSAC Universita degli
Studi di Parma), and a book of the same title, edited by F. Zanella (with essays by
G. Bosoni, E. Di Stefano, G.L. Iannilli, G. Matteucci and R. Trocchianesi) and pub-
lished in 2023 (Electa Milano) centered on the role of archives as memory repositories
and agents for contemporary design. This first period of reflection was followed by an
international conference: Design! O.P.E.N. (https://www.designopen.it) held in Parma
on May 5-6, 2022. The present volume contains most of the papers presented at the
conference.

Starting from the first volume (Design! Oggetti processi esperienze), the research
was always characterized by a multidisciplinary approach, which became even more
multidisciplinary at the international conference held in 2022.

In fact, the conference was organized by a network of scholars from the world
of design, philosophy and history of art, whose aim was to intertwine several types
of knowledge. Consequently, multidisciplinarity is also the main feature of this second
volume whose objective is to reflect, in an integrated manner, on the different dimensions
of design, using competencies from the field of design and from that of humanities.

The aim of this project is to create a repertoire of opportunities of exchange and of
relation among the culture of designers and the applied marketability of humanists in the
project and in the innovation processes, in particular those design processes characterized
by an important social and cultural impact.

In this context of exploration and experimentation in the territory of bordering sub-
jects, stands the interpretative model in Fig. 1. It represents the potentialities in the
interdisciplinary relations which verify the logics and dynamics in the “behavior” of
a designer dealing with some project variables. On the vertical axis, humanities and
techniques can be found, and on horizontal one, research and project.

Where these variables intersect, there can be four types of intervention:

— The intersection of techniques and research generates technological experimentation
considering techniques and technology fields in continuous and fast evolution.

— Where research and humanities intersect, we are in the field of a histori-
cal/social/philosophical approach in which the analytical and critical dimensions of
the research itself are developed.

— Between humanities and project, we are in the area on which our project focuses: here
the meta-project approach becomes the synthetic expression of the relation among
the two poles.

— Finally, between project and technique, we are in the area where the executive
component of the project itself emerges.

There have already been significant studies which have stressed the importance of
humanities for design and have shown that design can be a stimulus for humanities; this
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Fig. 1. Potential synergies between design and humanities [1]

is why the conference Design! O.P.E.N. intended to be an opportunity for research and
debate with the objective of continuing this fundamental line of work.
Some crucial issues which interdisciplinary research must tackle are:

— The research of “new problems for design”, that is, the collective need, as a sci-
entific community, to find new directions toward which work must be periodically
re-oriented, and this can be done only through a process of joint reflection.

— Research investigating the “meanings” that the product can have for design.

— Research that investigating the “value” that the design product shows.

As far as meanings are concerned, design and humanities integrated research can
challenge, in a theoretically sounder way, “sustainability” by enhancing those concepts
that are on the boundary between ethics and esthetics. Today, design cannot afford to
dismiss ethical reflection, and, in this direction, humanistic culture can help to reinterpret
the reflection on the mere functionality, in the more philosophically complex terms of
the concept of “suitability for the purpose”.

With regards to the analysis of the value generated by the action of design, it may be
interesting to speak of “technology of value”, which only humanistic investigation can
help to process and fill with tools useful to produce not only ex-post critical knowledge,
but first and foremost, oriented toward experimentation and to showing new corridors
for contemporary design [1].

The volume follows the paths of reflection which structured the conference Design/!
O.PE.N., focusing on current themes and issues that are still at the center of the multi-
disciplinary debate on design, investigated through four keywords: objects, processes,
experiences and narratives, which correspond to the book chapters.

The first chapter focuses on object-oriented design, enhancing its functional narra-
tive and experiential values. In fact, objects, beyond their value in use, bear symbolic,
anthropological, political and social meanings and worldviews. This section also devel-
ops a theoretical reflection on the esthetic categories used to interpret the design object
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in relation to the classic dichotomy useful-beautiful, to the category of game, to artistic
values and the relation between ethics and esthetics.

The second chapter is on the designer’s self-reflective moment which is focused on
the analysis and on the definition of processes in various contexts, spanning innovation,
social engagement, reflection on emergencies or forecasting. This section investigates
how designers develop and test their models, both at production, implementation and
research levels. The areas of investigation are those addressing innovation, social engage-
ment and pursuing a reflection on emergencies or forecasting. The section is intended
as an arena for discussion on topics revolving around both the different moments in
the history of design and the contemporary condition. The contributions collected in
the Processes Section reflect the current condition of the disciplinary debate, which is
strongly characterized by a profound transformation of design processes due to the com-
parison with scientific research methods, with a prevailing interest for methodologies
and contemporary priorities as the environmental one, or to the dematerialization of
processes.

The third chapter focuses on as a theoretical and practical strategy aimed at facili-
tating and fostering experiential interactions among people, between people and objects
or environments. This section aims at investigating the foundations and the implications
of a specifically experiential turn in design from various perspectives and in various dis-
ciplines. Due to the multifaceted nature of this turn, both theoretical and practice-based
research are testified by contributors.

Finally, the last chapter is on narrative. The narrative vocation of design represents
a crucial key of interpretation in contemporary cultural expressions such as making
history, representing through different media, archiving and exhibiting. This section
explores narratives in three different “dimensions”: narrative as a scenario (envisioning
new contexts, behaviors, uses, spaces); narrative as a tool (creating new ways to trigger
innovation); and narrative as a process (framing new methodologies to face complex
issues).

Each chapter reflects the results of the conference held in Parma and is constituted
by the analysis of concrete case studies and theoretical and methodological proposals
aimed at highlighting the “multiverse” character of design. It is organized in the the-
matic subsection defined for the conference program, just to emphasize the prevailing
interpretative trajectories.

A special thanks to the institutions that have funded the conference and the present
publication (The Department of Humanities, Social Sciences and Cultural Industries
and CSAC, University of Parma; the Department of Philosophy and Communication
Studies, University of Bologna; the Department of Humanities, University of Palermo;
the Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano; and the Department of Engineering
Enzo Ferrari, University of Modena and Reggio Emilia) and all those who, in different
ways, have contributed to reach this result (particularly Alice Biancardi and Marta Elisa
Cecchi, and also: Okuniev Avhustyn; Katia Botta; Gabriela Del Rosario Abate; Giorgia
Ferri; Salvatore Martino; Serena Massimo; Diego Valle; and Laura Xhaja).
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Without their help, it wouldn’t have been possible to make this event and this volume
happen. We hope that this book will become a useful tool of reflection on the theoretical
and methodological aspects between humanities and design.

The scientific committee and book editors:

Giampiero Bosoni, Elisabetta Di Stefano, Gioia Laura Iannilli, Giovanni Matteucci,
Rita Messori, Raffaella Trocchianesi and Francesca Zanella.

Reference

1. Celaschi, F.; Penati, A.; Trocchianesi, R. Design e Humanities al Politecnico di Milano,
pp- 16-30. In M. Celi; E. Formia (eds) Humanities Design Lab. Le culture del progetto
e le scienze umane e sociali. Maggioli editore, Sant’ Arcangelo di Romagna (2016).
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Beyond the Beauty-Utility Diatribe

Towards New Aesthetic Categories for the Eco-design

Elisabetta Di Stefano®®

Department of Humanities, University of Palermo, Palermo, Italy
elisabetta.distefano@unipa.it

Abstract. The aesthetics of industrial objects has traditionally been framed by
the diatribe opposing beauty and utility. Modernism has privileged a simple but
functional aesthetic, following the motto “less is more”. In the second half of the
twentieth century, new aesthetic categories emerged that enhanced playfulness,
irony, and memory. At the turn of the century, industrial production faced the
challenges of environmental sustainability: this is how ecodesign has come about.
Originally quite a niche, this new trend is now practiced by many brands. Design
today is geared towards natural fibres and recycled materials, reconciling beauty
with the ethics of responsibility. Given these premises, this essay aims to outline a
theoretical framework for the aesthetics of industrial objects, which goes beyond
the useful Vs beautiful dialectics. In this regard, centre stage is taken by the notion
of frugality. Already prominently featured by the sociological and anthropolog-
ical debate, this notion is now also part of the architectural discourse (see the
Manifesto for a Happy and Creative Frugality). As it combines beauty, health,
and well-being, frugality provides an aesthetic-functional category, and it can
notably provide a theoretical model for the production of sustainable objects and
clothes. Nevertheless, the challenges faced by design in the ecological transition
are broader. They concern in fact a different way of relating to the environment and
designing lifestyles. In this regard, frugality can also become an ethical-aesthetic
measure of life and a healthy way of inhabiting the world.

Keywords: aesthetics of care - aesthetics of frugality - ecodesign - eco-fashion -
lifestyles; aesthetics of design

1 Introduction

The aesthetics of machine-made mass-produced objects has often been framed within
the diatribe opposing beauty and utility. In contrast to the artisanal production of unique
pieces, which can borrow from the major arts the values of originality, creativity, and
beauty, industrial objects would boast greater cost-effectiveness, but little aesthetic value.
Design research has consequently strived, as is well known, to bestow beauty on the
objects of industrial design [1, 2].

While defining the architecture of the twentieth century, Modernism, and its favour
for simple and functional forms, has also strongly impacted object design. The motto

© The Author(s) 2024
F. Zanella et al. (Eds.): Design! OPEN 2022, SSDI 37, pp. 3-10, 2024.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-49811-4_1
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“less is more” coined by the German architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, pointed in the
direction of essentiality. For Mies, the “steel skin-and-bones” form of an architecture or
of an object is the result of rational research aimed at revealing the structure of things,
bringing out their intrinsic beauty.

In the second half of the century, new trends emerged which, although pointing
in diverging directions, opposed rigid modernist functionalism. In the wake of Robert
Venturi—whom we owe the idea that the maxim “less is more” should be replaced with
“less is bore” —, but also of Charles Jenks, and of the groups Alchimia and Memphis,
a “postmodern” aesthetics featuring eclecticism and decorativism developed.

The industrial objects of the second half of the twentieth century are fun and extrava-
gant, re-reading the Baroque in the light of pop culture. Therefore, they give up not only
simplicity, but often also functionality—one could mention, for example, the imagina-
tive creations of Alessandro Mendini, Andrea Banzi, Achille Castiglioni, among others
on the Italian scene. Some postmodern objects aim at the recovery of memory and lost
roots, becoming carriers of anthropological meanings and ritual values, others instead
stimulate fantasy and humor, exaggerating shapes and colours. Form must no longer
follow function, pace the well-known modernist principle (Form Follows Function),
promoted by the American architect Louis H. Sullivan [3], but emotion (Form Follows
Emotion), according to the intuition of the German designer Hartmut Esslinger.! In
order to achieve this goal, it is not only necessary to visually seduce, but to stimulate all
the senses, engaging the imaginative and affective sphere of the consumer: this is how
emotional design comes about [5].

With the emergence of this new theoretical line in design culture, the big groups in the
automotive, agri-food, and cosmetics industry have focused their research on the effects
of sensory stimuli (i.e., noises, tastes, smells) on consumers. As a result, a paradigm
shift has taken place: from a techno-centric design based on rationality and functionality
to a holistic and anthropocentric design, which takes into account sensory experiences
as well as the relationship between the objects and the user. This trend supports a new
assessment of the space occupied by perceiving subjects as well as of the objects they
interact with in the light of the aesthetics of atmospheres, as outlined by the German
neo-phenomenologist Gernot Bohme [6, 7].

As it lays emphasis on sense perception (aisthesis), design culture has been influ-
enced by those aestheticisation phenomena which, since the late twentieth century, have
affected all areas of everyday life [8]. In the field of philosophical aesthetics, this issue
has been first addressed by Wolfgang Welsch [9], however numerous studies have since
then pointed out how the search for beauty, originality, and creativity has transferred
the categories of art to everyday objects, and wrapped them up in a sort of “aesthetic
ether” [10]. It is no coincidence that some scholars have resorted to the category of aura
to indicate the halo of artistry that seems to emanate from certain objects turned into
“cult goods” by their branding [11]. Paradoxically, whereas aura for Walter Benjamin
was “the unique appearance of a distance, yet near it may be” [12] and was linked to
the unrepeatability and authenticity of the work of art, aura is now attached to serial
industrial products. Thanks to their brand, design objects acquire symbolic value and,

! Founder of Frog Design, Esslinger has collaborated with big international brands such as Sony,
Apple, and Louis Vuitton. [4]
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consequently, a higher economic value regardless of quality requirements. Although
Jane Forsey [13] has remarked that aura is a “weak” category within the framework
of design aesthetics, as it fails to explain the appreciation of objects in their ordinary
use, there is no doubt that by now capitalism in Western societies has a strong aesthetic
connotation and relies on the categories of art to seduce consumers and promote sales
regardless of needs. In this scenario heavily featuring the “staging” of goods, design
has had—and continues to have—a key role in the various areas of what Bohme calls
“aesthetic economy” [14].

According to Lipovetsky and Serroy [15], four eras in the aestheticisation of the world
can be distinguished; in each of these eras, the systems of production, distribution, and
consumption have been variedly imbued and reshaped by operations of an aesthetic
nature. In the most recent era, the “transaesthetic” one, the exposure value has replaced
the functional and ritual values still featured in the previous eras. In this phase, the homo
aestheticus has lost all cultural points of reference, and wanders around chasing the
mirages of aesthetic consumerism, whose goal is not to satisfy desires but to always
arouse new ones.

Marked by hyper-consumption, fast-fashion [16], excessive production of garbage,
and highly polluting waste materials, this phase has had a major role in damaging the
environment; consequently, the design must address the crucial issue of “planned obso-
lescence of products”. Design culture today sees a new trend emerge, which—without
giving up the aesthetic component (i.e., hedonism, playfulness, image, beauty, creativ-
ity)—has also embraced the ethical dimension. Mixed approaches have emerged, such
as responsible consumption and sustainable luxury. The hybridisation of ethics and aes-
thetics, of art and ecology, is the defining feature of our time, what Lipovetsky and Serroy
call new transaesthetic capitalism [15]. Products now embody values that go beyond the
useful Vs beautiful dialectics, including respect for the biosphere and sustainable devel-
opment [17]. At this turning point, new avenues are opening up for design culture, and
new theoretical models need to be identified which can guide design to devise lifestyles
in harmony with the world we inhabit.

2 Sustainable Design Between Ethics and Aesthetics

Nowadays design is facing a new cultural paradigm shift: environmental sustainability.
The ecological question actually emerged with the oil crisis of the 1970s and 1980s. Bio-
inspired design came about back then, and, based on the aesthetic category of mimesis
[18], aimed not only to imitate the morphological aspects of nature, but also to emulate its
operating processes and organisational and behavioural models [19]. However, environ-
mental commitment was back then a niche and strongly ideological trend, linked to envi-
ronmental activism, the political emergence of green movements, and the widespread
opening of specific points of sale for organic and natural products—especially in the
food and cosmetics sector. Differently, today the awareness of the depletion of natu-
ral resources and the risks caused by industrial pollution is more common and has led
several people to change their lifestyles. As a result, people are often willing to spend
more on sustainable, quality products that reconcile ethics and aesthetics. This is why,
according to Lipovetsky and Serroy, in the new millennium the issue of environmental
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sustainability has become a “big business” [15]. In fact, a new synergy between indus-
try and ecology, as well as between market economy and sustainable development, has
emerged. In these hybridisations, design plays a significant role, in that we expect the
design of objects to take into account not only aesthetic and functional factors, but also
their environmental impact. As a result, both mass-market and luxury companies openly
boast their environmental commitment. A new “green” capitalism has then come about,
which creates alliances between consumerist futility and planetary responsibility.

The sustainable aesthetics behind the new design orientations once again revolves
around the materials. Modernism favoured solid and transparent materials, such as steel
and glass, inspired by a minimalist aesthetic, which for Paul Scheerbart, one of the earliest
theorists of Glasarchitektur, was also an expression of moral rigor [20]. In the second half
of the twentieth century, design used indestructible, hygienic, and “disposable” plastic,
in line with the fast-paced life of the economic-boom society.

Contemporary ecodesign uses instead natural fibers, recycles waste, exhibits imper-
fections, and therefore can find an interpretative key in the aesthetics of care, as outlined
by the Japanese-American philosopher Yuriko Saito [21]. Along these lines, what has
been thrown away or set aside by the consumer society undergoes creative rehabilitation
and comes back to new life [22]. Within this framework, the imperfection of the prod-
ucts, instead of becoming waste, as in the traditional model of production, is enhanced
and put on display, as in the Japanese art of kintsugi which, by gluing back pieces of
pots and ceramic cups with a paste of gold powder, transforms fractures into ornament.

Along these lines design becomes the promoter of behavioural models which put
care and respect before hedonism and appearance, guiding buyers towards responsible
lifestyles or, as Vanessa Batut and Fred Causse argue [23], towards an “art of living” in
which ethics and aesthetics find reconciliation. Among the many creations that embody
this ecological philosophy, we could mention the Spring Rain lamp by the Japanese
designer Nosinger, which is made of rice vermicelli; the Ekobo dinnerware in lacquered
bamboo; the Arka Ecopod coffin in recycled and perishable—as its content—paper.

Research on materials has developed especially in the field of fashion, the sphere
of the ephemeral and passing-by. As matter of fact, precisely to counteract the harmful
consequences of fast-fashion, which creates new models every week, producing large
amounts of waste, the fashion industry cannot avoid confronting the issue of environ-
mental sustainability. This has led to the emergence of several companies that produce
sustainable fabrics. Some examples can be found also in Italy. For instance, since 2014,
Orange Fiber [24] has been producing fabrics from citrus by-products, that is, from juice
production leftovers, which would be otherwise disposed at economic and environmen-
tal costs. By using technology to extract from citrus waste cellulose which is suitable
for spinning, Orange Fiber is able to produce high-quality fabrics for the luxury fashion
market.

Along the same lines, since 2016 Vegea Company [25] has been promoting the
integration of chemistry and agriculture; the company name stands for the union of Veg
(Vegan) and Gea (Mother Earth). Vegea transforms biomass and agro-industrial residues
into new materials for fashion, furniture, packaging, and transport, and it has developed
in particular an upcycling process for grape leftovers from wine production.



Beyond the Beauty-Utility Diatribe 7

Other companies have patented materials made from the weaving of vegetable fibres
(pineapple, mango, etc.) to replace the leather and avoid the pollution produced by
chemical tanning [26]; the experimentation of fabrics derived from corn, soy, and milk—
which produce the physiological well-being of those who wear them—has also been
developed for the production of clothes and accessories in the field of women’s, children’s
and even high fashion [27, 28]. These are soft fabrics that resemble silk and cashmere to
the touch, but are more breathable, absorbent, and hypoallergenic. In particular, the milk
yarn—produced from casein—is pleasant and comfortable on the skin. Dairy proteins
have the characteristic of nourishing and hydrating and therefore this fabric turns out to
be beneficial and stimulate blood circulation. It is no coincidence that these materials
find great application in sports clothing and medical devices—such as sheaths, socks,
leggings, etc.—that help microcirculation and drainage.

As aresult, a new interpretation is provided of the dialectics between aesthetic and
functional factors, inasmuch as beauty can no longer be separated from the comfort and
physiological well-being of the person, nor can it go to the detriment of those moral
values that define a behavioural habit. In light of this new lifestyle, designers and brands
that resort to these sustainable fabrics have the opportunity to create objects and clothing
items in which aesthetics is reconciled with the ethics of responsibility. Wearing a dress
or an accessory is therefore not only a way to protect or beautify one’s body, but it can
also express a different relationship with the environment.

3 Frugality as an Aesthetic Category for Ecodesign

Although design is increasingly attentive to environmental issues, the theoretical debate
is still ridden by ambiguities and uncertainties, and a conceptual framework suitable
for the interpretation of eco-sustainable products is still missing. Design theorists are
well aware that, in order to solve current environmental problems, it is not enough to
develop clean technologies and sustainable processes and products, but it is necessary to
impact lifestyles [29]. To this aim, the appeals coming from various quarters in favour
of an economic model focused on reducing—i.e., reducing waste, consumerism, waste
materials, and energy consumption—should not translate into a reduction in the symbolic
value of goods; rather, their symbolic value needs to become richer and denser if it is
to transform people’s habits, directing them towards healthy models of life in harmony
with nature. It is, therefore, necessary to identify aesthetic categories which are capable
of promoting new lifestyles without diminishing the symbolic value of products.

In this respect, the category of frugality could produce the desired outcome. Already
introduced in the architectural debate by the architect Paolo Soleri [30, 31], and later
developed further by an international movement (Manifesto for a Happy and Creative
Frugality in the Architecture and Planning of Urban and Rural Areas [32]), frugality
stands for an architecture profitably integrating natural or recycled materials and coun-
teracting the hyperconsumption and waste which characterises contemporary capitalist
societies.

In the wake of Wright’s organic architecture, Soleri supports the “lean alternative”,
which is not only a working method but also a lifestyle based on the principle of “more
with less”. According to Soleri, each of us, regardless of the amount of resources avail-
able, should use the bare minimum. It is not a question of reinterpreting Ludwig Mies
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van der Rohe’s rationalist motto “Less is More”, but of establishing a new relationship
between human beings and nature focused on leanness [33]. Soleri’s “more with less”
might recall Walter Benjamin’s words. In Experience and Poverty (1933) Benjamin
argues that poverty of experience could be an opportunity for renewal and a reason for
building from scratch [34]. Upon closer inspection, Soleri’s leanness seems to come
close to the concept of frugality, that in classical culture expressed the golden middle
way between too little and too much [35].

This category seems particularly suitable to interpret industrial production focused
on natural fibres and agro-food waste, as the same etymology of the word (from the Latin
frux, frugis) references fruits, the products of the earth. Moreover, as Roman civilisation
believed frugality to be an “agrarian virtue”, and connected it to the farmers’ ability
to know how to tell apart the essential and the superfluous, this notion can provide the
“frugal” object or habit with a symbolic value aimed at promoting sustainable lifestyles.
Intime, the adjective frugal has in fact undergone a metaphorical spin and has been used to
qualify a honest, upright, correct behaviour. When it comes to design such a moderation-
based approach should not be understood as a renunciation of comfort and aesthetic
aspects, but on the contrary as a critical space open to a positive and creative perspective,
which symbolically reinterprets the ancient agrarian virtue of frugality. Today both the
term frugality and probity have entered the sociological and anthropological debate to
indicate a healthy way of life, capable of restoring a balanced relationship with nature.
This new harmony between human beings and nature may lead to a condition of well-
being—or even happiness [36]— what in the consumerist economic model was only a
distant mirage.

Within this context, design can play a decisive role, inasmuch as it can transform an
ideal of life into a socially structured and widespread practice. By designing objects made
of recycled materials or natural fibres, design can offer “frugal alternatives”, counteract-
ing both the “conspicuous consumption” trend [37] typical of contemporary capitalist
societies and its harmful impact on the environment. The goal of design, however, should
not only be the production of objects, albeit made of recycled materials. In fact, it is not
enough to give aesthetic value to waste, as no change is thus produced to the economic
model; such a direction could even lead to increasing the production of waste to be
recycled. Design should instead act on the symbolic value of goods, proposing lifestyles
in which happiness is not connected to luxury but to frugality. Frugality is not, despite
the general belief, a negative concept; it does not stand for decrease or renunciation,
not even for simple life, as Emrys Weastacott points out [38]. Frugality expresses the
pleasure (from the Latin verb fruor = to enjoy) that comes from a healthy and moder-
ate lifestyle which, being fully satisfying, does not need the superfluous. By embracing
such ecological aesthetics, design can mark out an important space for reflection but,
above all, it can initiate creative paths leading to more widespread responsible lifestyles.
These latter would ultimately call for a sustainable political and economic system that
reconciles human beings with nature.
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4 Conclusion

Design culture is nowadays facing the challenges of environmental sustainability.
Although many solutions have already been tested in terms of technique and production
processes, the theoretical debate still features ambiguities and the available interpreta-
tive models lack assertiveness. Design has walked past the traditional diatribe opposing
beauty and utility, and new interpretative standpoints are required in order to include the
ethics of responsibility and respect for the environment. In this regard, useful input can
be provided by the aesthetics of care as aimed at positively assess the creative recovery
of waste and the enhancement of imperfections. Furthermore, the aesthetic category of
frugality provides a promising framework, inasmuch as, far from pointing to a decrease,
it conveys the feeling of satisfaction produced by the right middle way between excess
and deficiency. Originating in the agricultural milieu of Roman civilisation, this category
does not only fit the production of objects with natural fibres and out of agro-food waste,
but it is above all capable to guide design to devise healthy and sustainable lifestyles,
ultimately restoring harmony with nature.
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The design!open conference held in Parma, Italy, in May of 2022 exhibited the wealth
of recent work in interdisciplinary approaches to design. One ‘track’, in which I was
invited to participate, focused on design objects, and suggested that design is a “carrier
of functional, symbolic, narrative, experiential values” that “go beyond the traditional
useful-beautiful couplet.” [1] In this regard, my presence as a philosopher rather than
a design theorist was somewhat that of an outlier, for my aesthetic theory of design
remains precisely within this couplet and seeks to understand the relation of form and
function as two central elements of designed objects relevant to our aesthetic appraisal
of them as being beautiful or aesthetically valuable. This is not to deny the many ways
in which designs can be used to display symbolic and/or expressive import but that this
import takes us beyond a specifically aesthetic theory of design, which it is my concern
to sketch here.

Beauty is the original focus of philosophical aesthetics, and much of the history
of the discipline has been an attempt to produce what I will call a unified theory of
beauty—defining what beauty is, on the one hand, and how we come to perceive or
experience it on the other. Immanuel Kant’s theory is perhaps the most comprehensive
and influential, and has informed my work on design [2]. What unified theories of beauty
have in common is that they claim beauty is the same wherever it appears, and objects
that are beautiful are all beautiful in the same way, or for the same reasons, or as a result
of the same singular experience, or due to the same judgement. So, a sunset, a human
figure, a work of art, a designed object—if beautiful—will share the same property,
and be equally worthy of the same attention and appreciation. Even if we broaden the
notion of beauty to that of ‘aesthetic value’ more generally, as has been the practice
in most contemporary aesthetics, we find the same search for the same unified theory:
aesthetic value has been defined as intrinsic and sui generis—again, as being therefore
the same across all possible objects and experiences. As Robert Stecker has recently
argued, aesthetic value is “everywhere. [It] can be realized in different ways in different
media but it cannot be a different value in different media” [3]. And so beauty is seen as
a singular value that is shared by all objects that merit our appraisal.

This is not the place to debate the merits of a unified theory of beauty except to point
out that were it true, there would be no need for an aesthetics of design as a uniquely
interesting object of philosophical investigation: beauty would be beauty wherever it
appeared, in art, sunsets and flamingoes no less than in shoes, kettles, and bicycles.
Yet my position has been that designed objects have certain characteristics that make
our appraisals of them importantly different from nature and art, characteristics that
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merit closer philosophical attention. From the point of view of users or consumers of
design, rather than creators, manufacturers or marketers of them, designed objects are
an important part of our everyday lives and activities and in this their functions cannot
be overlooked in favour of their form alone.

In one sense, the unified theory is not wrong: we can go to a museum, such as
the Louvre, or the MOMA in New York, and look through protective glass at delicate
porcelain, at 18™ century inlaid desks, and admire their grace, elegance and symmetry, or
their arrangement of shapes, forms and colours, and find them beautiful or aesthetically
pleasing. The unified theory of beauty places its emphasis on how things look and the
pleasure we take in them for that reason. And sometimes we respond to designed objects
in just this way. Kant would call this ‘free beauty’ or the purely beautiful, and it can
apply to anything, as the unified theory suggests.

But this approach treats designs as objets d’art, or what in English we also call ‘con-
versation pieces’, or ‘decorative art’, where a vase or a table is not used, but displayed,
with the intention of being merely appreciated for its look and formal qualities alone.
We are not in this regard treating these things expressly as works of design however: we
are aestheticizing them, in effect moving them from one ontological category of object
to another. Categories admittedly can be fluid, and mutable: what was once a designed
object meant to be used can become a museum piece of decorative art, or even gain
the status of artwork proper, such as African tribal masks, early Christian altarpieces or
ancient pottery. My work does not define design in essentialist terms, according to a set of
necessary and sufficient conditions but remains sensitive to these historical fluctuations.
Nevertheless, my focus is on the appraisal of design qua design, when (and while) the
object forms part of our quotidian lives. Further, it is important to note that we can make
a number of different kinds of judgements about the same object: we can assess a paint-
ing for its financial or investment value, or make a prudential judgement about whether
hanging it over there will cover a hole in the wall; we can judge a shoe ethically as to its
materials or the labour practices involved in its manufacture, or purely aesthetically as
to its elegance in shape, colour and form. Kinds or types of judgements are equally fluid
and mutable but need to be distinguished for the purposes of analysis. By ‘appraisal’
of design, I mean specifically the aesthetic judgements we make of designed objects
when they are taken as design rather than as art or as conversation piece or as carrier
of narrative/symbolic meaning (or as marketing tool)—and these judgements taken in
isolation from our other moral, economic or instrumental concerns.

When focusing on the ontological category of designed objects per se, we can observe
relatively uncontroversially that while designs have formal properties of shape, colour
and so on, they are also purposive things: designs are functional objects, and these
functions are relevant to our appreciation of them because when we make an aesthetic
judgement about a thing, this judgement cannot ignore the object’s ontological status
(however loosely we define it to be). We evaluate works of art in a particular way when
we know they are artworks (for instance, we interpret them for their meaning). While
judgements of free or pure beauty are always possible, even Kant accepted that they
occur mostly in nature, as when we appreciate a flower or a seashell for its form alone.
The rest of the time, our aesthetic experiences are more complex, and are conditioned
by our knowledge of the kind of thing we are presented with.
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Designed objects have (at least) two important elements for the consumer or user:
form and function—the couplet—and our task becomes one of understanding how these
elements come together in an aesthetic appraisal of a given work of design. If we empha-
size form over function, we are led in the direction of someone like David Pye’s theory
of design, who writes that “whenever humans design and make a useful thing, they
invariably expend a good deal of unnecessary and easily avoidable work on it which
contributes nothing to its usefulness”. For Pye, design is all about decoration, or embel-
lishment, which he sums up as “primarily doing useless work on useful things” [4,
11-13]. This, as I have noted, amounts to the aestheticization of design. And if this
were indeed the case, we could merely rely on a unified theory of aesthetic value, and
have no need to talk about the particular nature of an aesthetics of design at all. Design
appreciation would be the same as all other aesthetic appreciation, which I contend it is
not.

The alternative, that we emphasize a work’s functional properties instead, brings
us up against the opposite extreme, in the likes of Adolf Loos, who saw ornament as
a crime in design, or a symptom of vulgarity. Dieter Rams, one-time president of the
German Design Council and chief designer at Braun, claimed that “people do not buy
a specific product just to look at it, rather because it performs certain functions...The
festival of colours and form and the entertainment of form sensations enlarges the world’s
chaos...[Design] must conform in the best possible way to the expectations that result
from the function the product fulfills” [5, 111-113]. While both positions may accurately
reflect moments in design history, I do not think that either of them are complete. We do
not present design awards to things based solely on how they look, regardless of whether
they work, but nor do we celebrate the purely functional while ignoring its form. If we
did, museums would be filled with hammers, paper bags and toothpicks. Instead, we need
a more integrated approach, where form and function are taken together in our aesthetic
appreciation of design; Kant called this ‘dependent beauty’, but I prefer something like
‘functional style’.

Let me begin with function. The function of an object refers to what it was intended
or meant to be, and must not be confused with the use to which it may later be put. A
snow shovel may well be used to prop open a door, but that is not what the shovel was
designed for—it was intended to remove snow. Even if the shovel works very well to
keep my door open, I do not then call it a doorstop, but I acknowledge that it remains
a shovel: I place it in a certain ontological category as being a particular kind of thing,
even if my own subsequent use of it is somewhat idiosyncratic. When we appraise a
design—in a competition, for instance, or as a potential buyer—we need to understand
the object in terms of this ‘originating’ function—what it was designed to be, whether
by creator alone, or creator in conjunction with commissioning client, or by corporate
directive—rather than how it might later come to be used. We slot designs into different
categories in competitions, and these categories rely on some definition that is grounded
in originating function that stays with the object, rather than in a history or pattern of use,
orindeed in the forces operating in the marketplace [6]. This is an avowedly intentionalist
approach to design ontology, and draws a distinction between function and use, which I
think can be too easily elided. David Pye, for instance, is guilty of such an elision when
he defines function as “[w]hat someone has provisionally decided that a device may
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reasonably be expected to do at present” [4, 14] but this flies in the face of linguistic
and conceptual evidence. We may use objects in any number of ways without effecting
an alteration in what they actually are or are designed to be. As Parsons and Carlson
note, “[w]e do not need a theory to tell us that propping up a garage door is not the
‘right’ function...of a particular shovel, but we do need a theory to tell us why this is the
case” [7, 88] and Pye’s elision does not provide such a theory as it eliminates the notion
of ‘designed-to-be’ altogether in favour of a kind of ontological subjectivism, where
objects become whatever he says they are, whether they start out as shovels or even
rocks and other natural phenomena. By contrast, the categorization of an object—what
it is—must be grounded in, and determined by, some originating function that gives it
a stable identity. Uses to which an object may be put do not have the ability to alter its
ontological status as being a thing of a certain kind (and objects of nature cannot be said
to have functions in the appropriate sense, not matter how useful they may be).

The originating function of an object need not be found in the designer’s intention as
I'have located it (for Parsons and Carlson it is determined more by marketplace success).
But however the notion of function is parsed, it remains distinct from use, and we need
to know what ontological category in which to place an object in order to be able to
make a specifically aesthetic judgement about it. Aesthetic assessment is grounded in
the identification of the object, if we seek to appraise it gua design. For a unified theory,
or a judgement of ‘pure’ beauty, what the object is does not matter: as Kant has noted, in
these judgements “one does not want to know whether there is anything that could be at
stake, for us or for someone else, in the existence of the thing, but rather how we judge
it in mere contemplation (intuition or reflection):”—that is, on the basis of the mere
appearance of a representation to the mind when we are “indifferent” with regard to
the “real existence of the object of this representation.” [8] An instrumental assessment,
such as a painting being useful to cover a hole in the wall, equally does not have this
strong requirement of knowing the object’s originating function: it doesn’t matter in this
case that it is a painting, just that it is the right size and shape to perform the use we seek
to make of it. But to make an aesthetic appraisal of a design, it must be understood to
be a designed object, first, and second to be a particular object that can be identified as
such in order for evaluation to get off the ground.

Further, knowledge of a design’s function must be direct rather than theoretical.
Reading about the physics of balance and load, the manufacture of metals and plastics,
cold and heat resistance, and so on, will not help me assess a particular snow shovel
unless (i) I am directly acquainted with snow and its removal, and (ii) I actually hold,
touch and work with the shovel in my hands. The consequence of this direct knowledge
is that aesthetic evaluation of a design will be historically and culturally specific: those
who can appreciate a design will be those who are from a place and time where the object
is directly relevant to their daily lives. And this relevance will count for nothing without
hands-on experience. We cannot appraise a desk, a mask or a shovel by merely looking
at it behind glass in a museum: what I have called the ‘aestheticization’ of design on
the lines of a unified theory of beauty is also an alienation of the object from our lives,
that forces us to consider its formal properties alone. Equally, knowing the originating
function of a design is also not enough: when we appreciate an object, we are concerned
with its success in fulfilling its function: we do not award merit to, appreciate—or



“The Useful-Beautiful Couplet”: On the Aesthetic Appraisal 15

intentionally purchase—designs that fail, or work poorly, or are inferior in doing what
they were meant to do. Kant called this the requirement of ‘perfection’ in his discussion
of dependent beauty, but what he seems to have meant was that we need to know not only
what kind of object a thing is meant to be, but whether or not it is also a good thing of its
kind. Someone who has no experience of clearing 60 cm of snow on a February morning
will be ill-equipped to appraise a shovel’s design without getting outside and using it.
But if one can appreciate it, then when they do, it will be because, in part, the shovel
works very well, or fulfills its (known) purpose. Thus, to appreciate a given design, we
need to ask of the object in front of us, “what is it?”’, and when we do, we do so in terms
of the auxiliary questions of “what is it meant to be?”, or “what is it for?”, and finally,
we ask “is it any good?”, and those competent to give this assessment will require direct,
hands-on experience with the design in question. Knowledge of originating function is
a necessary condition for the aesthetic appreciation of design.

But this gets us only so far. After all, the knowledge requirement on its own does not
seem to be so much aesthetic as cognitive and it is not yet clear what it has to do with a
design’s beauty. It is also, in part, a merely negative constraint: it suggests that we will
not find failed or poor designs to be aesthetically valuable, even if they can be beautiful
in the pure or free sense of the term. But, conversely, even if something works very well,
like a hammer does in driving in nails, this does not on its own make it aesthetically
praiseworthy: success in function may be necessary, but it is not sufficient, for aesthetic
value. A further step is needed to complete this sketch, and here we can make use of the
notion of ‘functional style’ through a distinction between ornamentation and decoration.

By ‘style’, I will follow the philosopher Leonard B. Meyer and define it quite nar-
rowly as “a series of choices made within some set of constraints” [9], and we have
already seen that success in function is one constraint upon the beauty or aesthetic value
of a design. But within that constraint, there is choice about the way a design fulfills
its function, and this directly involves its form as well. While the specific function of
an object is determined on an intentionalist account, form is importantly underdeter-
mined and herein lies room for differing aesthetic judgements of design. The function
of an object gives it ontological stability, and our knowledge of that function, even while
culturally and historically specific, grounds the aesthetic appraisals we make of it as a
design. But this cognitive element lacks, and even perhaps seems to impede, the nor-
mativity of aesthetic evaluation, with all of its room for disagreement and variety. One
easy way out of such an impasse is to suggest that the aesthetic element of design rests
solely on its form; I reject this as a reversion to the unified theory. Instead, functional
style must take up both form and function in aesthetic appraisal, while allowing for a
breadth of responses.

Equally good bicycles, for instance, can be widely different, as having hand brakes,
or brakes in their rear wheels, as having 12 gears or none, as being upright or recumbent,
and so on. These reflect stylistic choices in how a given design will fulfill its function.
What makes one more aesthetically valuable than another? When we appraise a design,
we appreciate its style—the visual, auditory and tactile result of choices made within
functional constraints that have created this thing in front of us instead of something else,
or as Robert Wicks put it, “the contingency of the way the object realizes its purpose so
very well.” [10] The properties that make an object a good member of its kind are actually
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aesthetically relevant in our judgements because they are apparent to us, and they show
up: they are not merely background knowledge which we need to have, that we can then
ignore in order to go on and have an aesthetic experience of a bicycle’s formal elements
alone; they are part of our assessments of a bicycle’s aesthetic value. This also means
that, unlike in cases of the pure beauty of a seashell, the complex beauty of design will
always have a cognitive basis, and will always involve comparative judgements—how
this bicycle achieved its goal as opposed to that one, what choices this object displays
as opposed to another: “we compare alternative means to a single purpose, as we reflect
upon the contingency of an object’s form as this form realizes the object’s purpose.”
[11] When we appraise a design’s style, we make an aesthetic judgement about the way
it achieves its purpose, and how that way is clear in the finished product. Two bicycles
may be equally good for riding, even if vastly different in the way that they achieve
their function. Our aesthetic appraisal of one as more beautiful or aesthetically valuable
than another will involve (i) our knowledge that it is a functional bicycle, and (ii) our
perception of the way that it fulfills its function, or the choices the designer made in its
conception, or the style it displays as a result of those choices, in contrast with other
choices, other styles, other innovations in objects of the same type or kind. The formal
elements of a design reflect these stylistic choices and can lead to widely differing results.
We respond to these differences and when we do, we are not responding to form alone
but to the play of form and function in the finished product.

It was Kant who made a distinction between ornamentation and decoration which
might sound strange to us now, as we tend to use the terms interchangeably in English,
but the distinction is useful to elaborate on this notion of style [12]. Ornament, Kant
claimed, can add to our aesthetic pleasure, through a play between function and form;
while it is subordinate to function, it is not simply applied after the fact but is integral to
our aesthetic experience of the object. Decoration, he dismissed as superficially adding
mere charm or emotion, and hence as irrelevant to an object’s beauty, or in fact perhaps
even hindering it, as it speaks to merely subjective preferences at best, or even at times
to the manipulation of them.! Ornament need not always highlight a design’s function,
or make it look most fit to fulfill its purpose—fittingness, or seeming fit to perform a
function, is too rigid a normative standard for design appreciation. Ornamentation can
play with, question, down-play, or even partly conceal an object’s function—but in any
case, it is always taking up and responding to what the object is meant to be in its resultant
stylistic choices. Consider the many different colours, intensities, and shapes of bicycle
lights, for example. These are design choices that are nevertheless still related to the
limitations of a bicycle needing a light of some kind (by law, in Canada) as part of its
basic function. These are part of the functional style of the finished product but they also
exhibit a great deal of latitude in ornamental details. And here aesthetic disagreement
can occur: some may think that magnetic clip-on bicycle lights are an elegant solution
to more cumbersome permanent structures that ruin the lines of a bike’s frame; others
may find they are too likely to fall off, get stolen or be too dim. Some find the bluish
tint of LED lights not visible enough; others find halogen lights too blindingly bright.
Within the parameters of function, style involves formal decisions but these are not only

I Kant’s example was of a gilt frame around a painting as a way of making an inferior work seem
more appealing by obscuring the object of our intended appraisal with its decorative casing.
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formal, or purely about form, as they emerge from, and make reference to, functional
requirements, and in the Kantian sense are ornament rather than mere decorative touches.
Some may find the elegance of magnetic lights a suitable price to pay for their fragility;
some may prefer the boxy look of permanent structures. We can—and do, especially
in design competitions—discuss, and disagree about, the advantages and disadvantages
of stylistic choices in our aesthetic appraisals. And these involve ornamentation in the
Kantian sense of the term.

To be clear, there are also designs with no ornamentation at all. As such, they will have
no style: the possible aesthetic choices within the object’s functional constraints were
simply overlooked or ignored. Without style, these objects will not have aesthetic value,
even if they work particularly well—their value will be functional at best. Similarly,
there are designs that are decorated or even highly decorated, where formal decisions
have taken precedence over the objects’ functions, or even ignored them altogether—and
these will also lack aesthetic value as designs. For example, what makes most hammers
aesthetically indifferent to us is their utter lack of ornament: they appear exactly as the
utilitarian functional tools that they are, without style of any kind. They simply drive in
nails, do it very well, and have not appreciably changed since their modern incarnation.
But if we consider a recent North American trend of marketing pink tools (presumably
to appeal to female customers) we find an example of mere decoration: their colour
is completely incidental to, and unconnected with, their function, and in this case is,
perhaps, even manipulative. Decoration is indeed Pye’s ‘useless work on useful things’,
while ornamentation is the visual result of style choices that take up, and respond to,
the challenge of how an object might realize its function. Ornament is never merely
contingent or extraneous, and is not simply decorative.

This distinction is helpful. First, while it shows that David Pye is wrong in his claim
that form and function are unrelated, it also does not suggest that form merely follows
function. Designer Stephen Bayley writes of Dieter Rams that he “admitted to making
last-minute adjustments to a razor design because...[it] did not achieve the effect he had
in mind. He did not admit to having styled it, but that was what he meant” [13, 53]. Rams
was concerned with how the look, or the form, of the razor would play with its purpose
and how that style would achieve aesthetic effect. Even for an avowed functionalist like
Rams, form mattered as ornamentation and as integral to his design rather than as mere
subsequent aesthetic detail.

Second, the styled choices in response to a design’s function, while always relevant,
can in fact lead to aesthetic failure, when they seem to, or actually do, violate what a thing
is meant to be, and our aesthetic judgements reflect this as well. When the ornamented
form of an object plays too much—strays too far into making it look unfit to fulfill its
purpose, as when a teapot is shaped like a cat, an armchair, or a toilet, we approach
kitsch: the object, while it does work, seems so inappropriate that it cannot sustain our
appreciation because it does not appear to be what it is, and does not seem like it could
work. Shaping a teapot like a cat is not mere decoration after the fact of manufacture, like
a painted cat on a standard teapot would be: it is an ornamental stylistic choice in how
this teapot in particular will fulfill its function and, because it strays too far, in seeming
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to be inutile, or seeming to be a design failure even when not, we reject it, or downgrade
it in our assessment of it.”

Finally, when the styled choices of a design actually violate its function, as with
ceramicist Carl Borgeson, who makes deliberately non-functional teapots with their lids
glued shut, or architect Katerina Kamprani’s open-toed rain boots that let water in, we
come to the actually non-functional and will have to exclude these objects from our
appraisals of design beauty altogether. Krampani’s works, in their extreme questioning
of, and commentary on, the purpose of typical consumer products, actually effect a
category shift, from design to perhaps work of art, and we respond to them differently
by, for example, interpreting them for their meaning. But then they are no longer designs
as such, and we are no longer making judgements of their aesthetic value as designs.
A teapot that does not hold tea, a pair of boots that let in water rather than keeping it
out, violate the necessary condition that designs need to work in order for us to even
begin to appraise them aesthetically, and work well in order for us to find them beautiful.
Lucia Jiménez Sanchez has argued that my exclusion of, for instance, Krampani’s work
unduly restricts an aesthetic theory of design to objects that are mundane and merely
practical. She notes that functional accounts such as mine “are not consistent with design
cases in which aesthetic judgements are not entirely supported by the object’s practical or
functional success.” [14, 144] She is correct that my account excludes the impractical and
the non-functional alike, but she is misguided to see this as a weakness: the unified theory
of beauty applies to all objects, functional or not, and Krampani’s work can therefore
easily been seen to have aesthetic merit. But, further, Krampani’s work can better be
appraised, as Favara-Kurkowski notes, as “sculptures or a physical manifestation of
a critique of design theory” in that it reflects on the practice and theory of design and
expands it towards the overtly conceptual, “sabotaging the user experience” in the service
of expressive or symbolic meaning [15]. In this it, again, effects a category shift from
bona fide designed object as I have described it, to, perhaps, art itself. This returns us
to the beginning: works appraised for their symbolic, expressive or critical meaning are
not being appraised as quotidian, functional design for their aesthetic value. Design can
indeed have these other uses but our responses to it will perforce reflect these and differ
accordingly.

The notion of functional style, rather than unduly restricting an aesthetics of design,
frees it from operating within the traditional parameters of an aesthetics of nature or free
beauty on the one hand, and the appreciation of fine art on the other. To seek to include
work such as Krampani’s or Borgeson’s—to defend design as having a status akin to
that of art—in fact serves to reduce its scope: design is more complex than this because
it is not always or only an aesthetic object, and our responses to design are more varied

2 This is not to suggest that all of us do: some like kitsch for its qualities of playfulness or ‘fun’.
What I am trying to offer here are some general normative criteria for design appreciation that,
while subject to disagreement and discussion, do not lapse into purely personal preference or
‘liking’. We can imagine someone saying, ‘sure it doesn’t seem like it works, but it’s pretty and
I like it anyway’. But that, I maintain, is a purely subjective response that says more about that
person than it does about the object being appraised. Aesthetic judgements, as normative, must
make some gesture towards critical assessment and possible communication if they are not to
be mere preferential or emotive responses.
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because of the many ways it intersects with our daily lives. But if we seek to achieve a
particularly aesthetic theory of design appraisal, then the beauty of design, when taken
as design, will require the elements I have laid out: that we know what the object is
meant to be, that we have direct first-person experience in the use of it, that it is seen as
successful in fulfilling its function, and that its aesthetic value is derived from the style
in which it does so. Designs without style may be very good and useful but will have
no beauty. Adding decoration to them will not make up for, or mask, their lack of style.
And ornamentation is that which augments our pleasure—until, and unless, it serves to
detract from it. Objects that appear unfit to be used (even if they can be) will fail almost
as quickly as those that do not work at all. The sketch I have offered here distinguishes
design beauty from that of both nature and fine art, and shows us that a unified theory
of aesthetic value is insufficient to account for the unique elements that make up the
aesthetic appraisal of design.
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Abstract. The mimetic and imaginative dimension of the object defines the very
essence of objects and their use. Their interaction is seen in an exemplary way
in that specific object with which every human being begins their relationship
with reality: the toy. The aesthetics of the toy thus makes it possible to ascertain
how mimesis and imagination cooperate and/or conflate in the constitution of the
object. To investigate this dialectic, the essay examines Alma Siedhoff-Buscher’s
toy Bauspiel: Ein Schiff in which imagination becomes the center of the child’s
user experience. Leaning on a number of theoretical considerations on the toy,
from Plato to Benjamin, the essay seeks to emphasize the aesthetics of toy as
a space of creative freedom even in its opposition to the mimetic declination of
the object understood as the adult’s ideological interference in the child’s world.
Imagination, expressed in play, thus becomes the configuration of a possible world
that, in Siedhoff-Buscher’s perspective, the mimetic object would seem, on the
contrary, to deny.

Keywords: mimesis - imagination - aesthetics of toy - child object - Bauhaus -
Alma-Siedhoff-Buscher

1 Introduction

There is a certain ill-concealed awkwardness and at the same time a certain amount of
arrogance when some adjectival aesthetic category comes alongside a noun. An episte-
mological strategy that philosophy, and of course aesthetics in particular, implements
with smug assiduity. The title of the present paper only perhaps guiltily consolidates
this practice. I have therefore also fallen into this almost constitutive temptation of my
discipline, aesthetics. Imagination and mimesis, the space of the possible and the space
of representation of the real, how do they accord with an object? A rather rhetorical
question because it already admits a precise idea of what is meant by an object, that is,
that material dimension that always evokes its double, the subject. But also to recall the
William Morris of The Lesser Arts [1], the idea, perhaps not highly original but always
worth remembering, that the object - Morris says - is like a window through which it
is possible to glimpse the meanings of an entire civilization: indeed, those who devote
themselves to the study of «historical industry», of these lesser arts «are able as if through
windows to look upon the life of past» [1, 2, 4]. However, in the object there always
remains an ambiguity, as Japer Johns reminds us in some of his remarks. The first one
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contained in his notebook dated 1963—1964: «Invent a function / Find an object» [3, 54].
The second, in an interview from the same period: «The moment one says something, it
is something - at a certain point, though, it becomes something else, as object, as idea.
In which moment is it an object? If one burns a book, in which moment is it something
else than a book? » [3, 91].

2 Aesthetics of Toys

To test imagination and mimesis I will treat, taking the directions of this panel literally,
a determinate object, a case study. Here my case study will be a toy, we will see which
one shortly. First of all, the reason why I chose the toy category. The toy is the object
that anthropologically marks the beginning of our relationship with the real, we have all,
more or less, experienced the toy. Here, starting from this generic premise, I found the
imagination-mimesis partition precisely in an essay Baudelaire dedicates to the toy in
1853 The Philosophy of Toys (Moral du joujou). Baudelaire writes: «All children talk to
their toys, the toys become actors in the great drama of life, reduced in size by the camera
obscura of their little brains. In their games children give evidence of their great capacity
for abstraction and their high imaginative power. They play without playthings» [4, 198].
They play without objects. They play with imagination. To this dimension Baudelaire
opposes the real toy (girls’ dolls, children’s weapons), the mimetic one that puts into
representation the child’s social placement in future adult life. Exactly one hundred years
ago a toy was designed, perhaps the most famous toy of the twentieth century, which
can be taken as a paradigm of the conflict between imagination and mimesis: Bauspiel:
Ein Schiff by Alma Siedhoff-Buscher.

Would you, please, forgive me for taking you one hundred years back, but the central-
ity of this object to at least an aesthetically oriented thought on design is, in my opinion,
inescapable. The Bauspiel is an enduring reminder of that mimesis of the possible that an
human being first grasps in those specific objects rubricated under the somewhat hasty
and belittling label of “toys”. Mimesis, play, toy, imagination then become the dimen-
sions that Bauspiel manifests to the highest degree, in which anthropological questioning
and aesthetic analysis are intertwined in the same research.

Working at the Wood Sculpture Workshop under the direction of Josef Hartwig,
Siedhoff-Buscher was a key-participant in the 1923 Bauhaus exhibition, the so-called
Haus am Horn. Charged with the design of the children’s room, Siedhoff-Buscher
designed not only the furniture but also a small accessory, a toy, which in miniature
echoed the entire formal and functional idea of the room. Thus, Bauspiel: Ein Schiff
was born. It is the designer herself with a laconic note who describes this toy: «It doesn’t
want to be anything — no cubism, no expressionism, just a funny play of colors from
smooth and angular shapes according to the principle of the old construction blocks» [5,
29].

Siedhoff-Buscher’s production during the years of her membership in the Bauhaus
finds its own theoretical support in three short contributions (Kind. Mcrchen. Spiel.
Spielzeug; Kindermdobel und Kinderkleidung; and Freie Spiele - Lehrspiele) in which the
aesthetics of childhood proposed by the designer are made explicitly clear: the rejection
of afairy-tale idea of childhood and the adherence to a perceptual-imaginative conception
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of the child’s potential, the thematization of free play as opposed to didactic play, the
consequent critical revisiting of the outcomes of modern pedagogy (from Friedrich
Frobel to Maria Montessori), and the practical translation of this conception into the
operational form of the toy as an object of the possible and not as a mimetic object.

To come to an understanding of what the Bauspiel really is, it is necessary to start
with the children’s room in Haus am Horn. The ethorodox heir of Frobel’s Kindergarten
and Montessori’s “children’s house”, this room effectively banishes adult intervention.
No pedagogical purpose, even implicit, is allowed except to initiate the child on their
own path to total autonomy. Siedhoff-Buscher’s room is not a place that in miniature
reproduces adult space, a mimetic place littered with objects that refer to future adult
life (as in the case of the Montessori children’s house). The room is thus a perpetually
constructible space in which especially the cubes, thanks to their modularity, open up to
potentially infinite polyfunctionality. Registering this exclusivity of the child’s space is
what Siedhoff-Buscher refers to by the term Phantasie to be considered in its Kantian
sense of productive imagination as the title of the designer’s third essay, Freie Spiele
- Lehrspiele, makes explicit; where, moreover, the opposition between free play and
didactic play refers back to the free play of the faculties of the third Kantian critique.
I shall not delve into the complex distinction between fantasy and imagination here,
which from the eighteenth century onward will find reformulations not only theoretical —
precisely Kant’s Phantasie/Einbildungskraft and Coleridge’s Fancy/Imagination — but
also pedagogical as in Montessori (who takes up the two terms differentiating them
sharply) or in design as in the case of Munari who, however, contrasts fantasy not with
imagination but with creativity. The child’s room, and in parallel the Bauspiel, make
visible this free play in which the autonomy of imagination that is activated in the
practice of playing is opposed to a heterodirected imagination that Siedhoff-Buscher
identifies with the fairy tale. And it is in this assimilation that Siedhoff-Buscher reveals
herself to be totally faithful to the anti-romantic philosophy of German functionalism:
«Child and fairy tale = confused complex of ideas. Child and fantasy = natural fullness
of thought» [6, 188].

The fairy tale is interpreted as extrinsic to the child’s cognitive capacity, an artificial
imposition on the natural development of thought. Moreover, the fairy tale implicitly or
explicitly conveys moral content; it is the way in which the adult’s universe begins to
shape the universe of the child. Just as the fairy tale is a dimension external to the nature
of the child, so decoration is a dimension external to the nature of the object. It is in
this parallelism that Siedhoff-Buscher aligns herself with the functionalist rejection of
Romantic ideology. The fairy tale represents an already closed world in the same way
that the bourgeois toy represents a finite object. Both are expressions that nullify any
exercise of the possible, that is, of imagination. The fairy tale confuses the child in the
same way that decoration confuses the subject who has to use an object: there is in both
the fairy tale and decoration an excess of information that misdirects, disorients.

When the toy was marketed, the designer was asked to include instructions, even
cursory ones, for the purchaser. The instructions were affixed directly to the wooden
packaging with illustrations: «A ship that can also be a roller coaster, a door, an animal
and many other things». The ship then was just one possibility of the toy that negated
the idea of the “finished toy” and opened up to the dimension of “free play” in which
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shaping the toy was the momentary idea of the child’s chosen play. The Bauspiel becomes
in this sense the perfect translation of imagination, the construction of the possible,
Einbildungskraft. For if a toy representing a ship always remains a ship (the mimetic or
«finished» toy in Siedhoff-Buscher’s terminology) and can be anything else: at the cost
of enormous imaginative effort on the part of the child, the Bauspiel is a ship but, at
the same time, also «many other things». It seems from this perspective that Siedhoft-
Buscher tends to assign to the toy (Spielzeug) itself that imaginative capacity that is,
instead, usually attributed only to play (Spiel) in the broad sense: «Toy: shouldn’t we
meet the child halfway? Shouldn’t the toy - the child’s tool - already be allowed to be
serious? Not a finished toy - as offered by the luxury stores - the child develops, in fact
he pursues — he searches. A seemingly finished toy, in this search full of attempts, can
only become a destroyed toy» [7, 157].

This definition of toy, formulated in a somewhat involute way, to tell the truth, shows,
in addition to the explicit rejection of the commercial toy, an ambiguity that needs to be
clarified. The insistence on effort, searching, and trying that the child experiences in the
toy is not to be read negatively. The child’s search is expressed in pleasure. There is no
didactic imposition. The child’s attempts are expressions of pleasure and not didactic
paths. It is in this difference that the obvious parallelism between the Bauspiel and Fro-
bel’s Aufgaben, the gifts, reveals its limitations. Frobel’s gifts were heterodirected: they
defined paths already laid out for the child to follow according to the cognitive devel-
opment. Play was actually a learning process of shapes, colors and bodies. Described
by the designer herself as an entirely coincidental filiation — «The fact that there are
parallels between some of my games and Frobel’s is a coincidence» [8, 464] — Fro-
bel’s legacy is rather received as an oppositional pole to her own conception of play.
Indeed for Siedhoff-Buscher play, and consequently the toy, is never a dimension that
transcends the child’s universe. The relationship with Frobel is, however, more complex
and problematic than the perhaps somewhat overly schematic opposition between «free
play» and «didactic play» says.

A further parallelism that it is permissible to point to, from this perspective, is that
between the Bauspiel and Montessori teaching materials. Not so much in the formal
modes, where the connection with Frobel’s gifts probably remains stronger, but in the
concept of «materialized abstraction»: the mode of making the child’s early abstrac-
tion processes accessible to experience through concrete objects. Montessori’s objects,
however, revealed a dual nature that the Bauspiel could partially share. The object pre-
sented itself as a toy, embracing the child’s cognitive interest, but in its essence it was
still a teaching material with an explicit purpose: to translate an abstract concept (e.g.,
quality or quantity) into a concrete medium appropriate for the child. This bipolarity
between form and content, toy and teaching material, play and learning was precisely
what Bauspiel rejected in favor of an integrally playful experience.

3 Mimesis, Imagination, Pleasure

Probably one of the initial sites of an ontology of the toy, useful for understanding the
centrality of the Bauspiel in twentieth-century design as a whole, is the passage in the
Laws (634b-d) in which Plato asks whether the problem of the real purpose of play, and
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thus the idea that structures every object that is employed in play, is the initiation of the
child into their future as an adult. If this is the case, then children would use in their games
«miniature tools that copy the real thing» [9, 72] to accustom themselves to future work.
These mimemata are educational tools, however, which immediately shift the problem
to another plane: for if play is a preparatory stage to the adult world, and for Plato it is,
it seems clear that the force that the mimetic has toward the child is not so much in its
connection with the formative process, but with pleasure. Following a Platonic example
(the child-to-be rider who is engaged in «riding a horse for fun»), one must then ask
whether play will find its essence in pleasure or mimesis: is it pleasure that enables me to
turn a piece of wood into a horse or does the very fact of seeing a horse in a piece of wood
give me pleasure?! In other words: does the game proceed from pleasure to mimesis
or from mimesis to pleasure? Plato seems to indicate the first option by combining
play and pleasure in the same formula in various places in his work and, even, as a
passage in the Statesman (288c) points out, by grouping all art forms (mimesis and non-
mimesis) under the banner of amusement and play, those representations «which have
been executed soley to give us pleasure. [...] We call a “plaything”. Well, this one name
will be fittingly given to all of them; for it is not the case that any of them is for the sake of
a serious purpose, but all are done for the sake of amusement» [10, 113]. The primacy of
pleasure would also seem to be credited, and unexpectedly so, by an Aristotelian passage
in which the pleasure of mimetic recognition recoils before aesthetic pleasure per se. If
mimetic pleasure is an intellectual pleasure, (re)seeing a thing always means initiating
a process of learning, discernment, and comparison, and pleasure depends essentially
on the connection between the representation and the represented object, what happens
when one takes pleasure in front of a never-before-seen object? «One’s pleasure will
not be in the picture as an imitation of it, but will be due to the execution, colouring
or some similar case» [11, 2318]. What is interesting to emphasize here, beyond the
problematic pleasure-mimesis nexus, is how Aristotle points to objective characteristics
as the source of eminently perceptual pleasure: an object is appreciated for “how it
is made” (apergasia), for its color and similar properties. This is the same explanation
provided by Siedhoff-Buscher with respect to his Bauspiel in order to emancipate himself
from the legacy of Frobelean pedagogy. Pleasure appears here as that connection between
aisthesis and techne, between play and toy, which seems to discard the idea that the
mimetic appears as the ontology of the toy. Let us repeat: is it pleasure that allows me
to turn a piece of wood into a horse, or does the very fact of seeing a horse in a piece of
wood give me pleasure? A literal example may be the opening scene of Herzog’s The
Enigma of Kaspar Hauser. Kaspar, imprisoned in a cellar (Plato’s cave?) plays with a
toy: a wooden horse. We do not know how long Kaspar has been a prisoner, but Herzog
seems to suggest that he knows nothing about the outside world, so he has likely never
seen a real horse. Kaspar therefore plays not because he has the pleasure of recognizing
a horse in miniature nor because he will be a rider in the future (although this may be

Ut is interesting, if not paradigmatic, that even Gombrich, without mentioning Plato, takes to
define his theory of representation precisely as an example a wooden horse, or precisely a hobby
horse. In Gombrich, however, the difference posed by Plato is de facto nullified. What matters
is the function, the play, that allows one to move from mimesis, the form of the external object,
to fiction, the wood replacing the horse [12].
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a possible, though unlikely, future hypothesis) as the mimetic motivation adduced, but
then diluted, by Plato in the Laws would seem to indicate: he plays because he likes to
touch that wooden object and to hear the sound it makes. The only mimetic moment, the
first stage of Bildung, if anything, is when Kaspar’s jailer (“the Stranger”) teaches him
to name that object with the word “horse”, which Kaspar begins to repeat mechanically
almost to reinforce the pleasure of his playful experience.

And it is from this perspective that the Bauspiel finds its most stringent reading in
Benjamin’s considerations on the toy, a series of essays published between 1928 and
1930. In the play-toy dialectic Benjamin reinterprets the problem of mimesis by disen-
gaging it from any didactic purpose and reinserts it into a more complex reformulation of
the imaginative space that is made explicit in play. Play is the ontogenetic translation of
what in a phylogenetic perspective is offered in the very history of the mimetic faculty.
For Benjamin, play is a pedagogy wholly internal to the development of the mimetic
faculty: «the child plays at being not only a shopkeeper or teacher, but also a windmill
and a train» [13, 333]. In this understanding of the mimetic faculty as an activation of the
imaginative process it is possible to discern the deep core of the Bauspiel. In his 1928
essay Cultural History of Toys Benjamin emphasizes the dimension of mimetic con-
structibility that the child «assembler» activates in his own play. The Bauspiel exhibits,
in a completed but not «finished» project, exactly the idea of this imaginative procedure.

The absolute Benjamin and Siedhoff-Buscher convergence lies precisely in the
attempt to grant the child this autonomous space, almost alien, one might argue, to
the instrumentality of the adult world. Siedhoff-Buscher’s children’s room through the
modularity of its elements exhibits the Benjaminian conviction, which already attests
to a precise critical-political orientation, for which mimesis (Benjamin) converges in
fantasy (Siedhoff-Buscher): in this way children «do not so much imitate the works of
adults as bring together, in the artefact produced in play, materials of widely differing
kinds in a new, intuitive relationship. Children thus produce their own small world of
things within the greater one» [14, 53].

Siedhoff-Buscher’s ship, and «so many other things», traversed the twentieth century
bearing witness to the utopia of the possible and, unintentionally, also to the horror of
the real. That of the Bauspiel was a long journey that, begun in a workshop in Weimar
in 1922, after a hundred years still seems unfinished. Also, the deep meaning of that toy
appears almost revealed to us in Siedhoff-Buscher’s last words that we were given to
know, before she died under Allied bombing. In an interview with Magazin, the monthly
insert of the Frankfurter Allgeimeine Zeitung, the designer’s son, actor Joost Siedhoff,
revealed the contents of the last letter his mother wrote to him when he was an 18-year-
old soldier on the Eastern Front. Happy about a trip to Kronberg im Taunus, 10 miles
from Frankfurt where she had been visiting her friend, painter Karl Peter Rohl, also for
a while a member of the Bauhaus, the designer wrote, unaware of her impending death,
to her son: «Take a breath from the war. I write to you in such detail about Kronberg,
so that you would see: in every desolate time there are also bright hours and you should
take them with you. This gives new strength. Peter Rohl painted sunsets all the time.
From now on he wants to paint sunrises!» [15, 65].
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Abstract. The essay addresses the reasons why fashion design is manifesting an
increasing interest in the marine environment as a context where to identify new
materials for fashion, focusing on the particular case of seaweed. Through a field
research, which involved MA fashion students at Universita Iuav di Venezia, it is
possible to demonstrate how an object such as seaweed fabric is not only a response
to the need for new sustainable materials for fashion, but it is also interpretable
through the framework of new materialism in a posthuman perspective. These
fabrics, perceived as vibrant, represent a stimulus to redefine fashion design and its
relations with environment, territories, people, and bodies. In the experimentation
with seaweed, nature becomes raw material for constructing aesthetic and cultural
imagery in a multispecies landscape.

Keywords: Fashion Design - Seaweed Fabrics - New Materialism -
Posthumanism - Vibrant Matter - Fieldwork

1 Introduction

During the 21st century, the research of new materials for fashion is particularly active
and has produced important results, thanks to increasing investments in research and
development [1, 80]. Among bio-fabricated textiles, seaweeds are gaining an increas-
ingly prominent place, thanks in part to the development of textile technologies in the
1990s that analysed their properties and benefits for the body [2]. The paper analyses
this phenomenon not only as an example of biotechnological innovation in the field of
sustainability, but also as a producer of new imagery and activator of new dynamics
in fashion design. Investigation filters are the theories on the new materialism that are
spreading in fashion studies, also thanks to the contribution of Anneke Smelik, Professor
of Visual Culture at the Radboud University Nijmegen and visiting professor 2022 at
Universita Iuav di Venezia on the proposal of Alessandra Vaccari.'

! Alessandra Vaccari, fashion historian and theorist at Universita Iuav di Venezia, is the principal
investigator of the ongoing research BioFashion. Weaving the Lagoon Between Ecocriticism and
Visual Imagery focusing on the production of value in terms of sustainability within current
creative practices in Venice and Italy, including fashion, textiles and clothes produced from
seaweed. This contribution represents one of the outcomes of the research work.
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2 New Materialism Within the Water

Placed in the philosophical horizon of posthumanism, which tries to overcome anthro-
pocentrism and opens up the interconnections between human and non-human [3], the
new materialism responds to the demands of a fashion in which the human is decen-
tralised and related to plants, animals, and digital technologies. What posthumanism and
the new materialism share is their effort to overcome dualisms. Consistently, posthuman
fashion questions the notion of material agentivity [4], engaging with the increasingly
performative role of the relationship between body and dress in the process of embod-
iment [5]. In this perspective, design practices mediate the experience of oneself and
one’s surroundings in material and imaginative ways, transforming the interrelationships
between individuals, the social environment, imaginaries and ecology. Mediators of this
experience are precisely the materials, which become “vibrant” [6], living and intelligent
matter.

One example of this is the recent experiments on the transformation of seaweed into
fabrics and materials for fashion, the object of this contribution. It is worth emphasising
that, unlike the traditional materials used in fashion whose imagery has over time become
linked to fast fashion, intensive production and lack of sustainability, seaweeds are
perceived as pristine. They are plants historically associated with an idea of well-being
and health due to their extensive use in cosmetics. What is even more relevant is their
relationship with water. Seaweed vegetates within (salt) water naturally, without human
intervention and without requiring the consumption of fresh water during the plant’s
growth, thus overcoming one of the main critical issues in the relationship between
fashion and this element. According to a 2017 report by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
in fact, the textile industry for fashion uses approximately 93 billion cubic metres of water
each year, accounting for about 4% of global freshwater withdrawal [7, 38]. Since the
second half of the 20th century, the relationship between the textile industry and water
has been marked by a growing awareness of its no longer sustainable impact on this
resource, due to the need for irrigation in the cultivation of fibres, the use in operations
to convert them into textiles, and the spillage of chemicals used during manufacturing
processes into groundwater [8].

In recent years fashion design has been considering water not only as a resource to
be safeguarded, but also as a natural environment capable of providing new materials,
particularly seaweed, to be transformed into yarns and fabrics [9]. Actually, interest in
seaweed was not born in the 21st century, but the first studies on the properties and
potential of seaweed in manufacturing, including textiles, appeared in the second half of
the 19th century, although they did not subsequently find significant development and
application [10]. Commenting on the words of writer Margaret Gatty, author in 1863
of British Sea-Weeds, ecocriticism researcher Stephen E. Hunt observes that this fusion
of sea and nature simultaneously creates a sense of familiarity and estrangement in the
midst of other creatures [11, 20, 21]. Hunt’s reflection helps to understand the motiva-
tions behind the current diffusion of seaweed-based materials in fashion and other design
disciplines, which do not seem to be exclusively traceable to the search for innovative
and sustainable materials. Indeed, as Chiara Scarpitti writes, the increasing coopera-
tion between design and natural sciences is also due to the rise of independent design
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practices, which on an international level have translated the utopia of transdisciplinary
dialogue into a reality [12, 83].

Aquatic exploration in search of new wearable materials can be interpreted, on the
one hand, as a metaphor for the “making kin” advocated by Donna Haraway [13], in the
form of new alliances between biology, technology, design, and environment [14, 15];
on the other hand, as an effect of the contamination typical of the multispecies landscape,
in which each organism becomes itself only with the assistance of other species [16].
The body, mostly composed of water, metaphorically becomes the support on which
the seaweed-based garments come to life. Seaweed thus becomes the raw material for
making objects capable of defining new aesthetic and communicative imagery through
tangible experiences.

3 A Workshop with Fashion Design Students

This contribution analyses the outcomes of a field research that involved from October
2021 to February 2022 first-year students of the Master’s degree course in Fashion at
Universita Iuav di Venezia in the development of a project starting from seaweed fabrics.

The fabric was provided by Tabinotabi, partner in the research project and one of the
first companies in Italy to introduce seaweed as a material for fashion. In 2018, founder
Alessandra Defranza developed the idea of a fashion project in Venice to be made
with new-generation fabrics. Her research, conducted in collaboration with a Tuscan
textile company, initially explored different possibilities of non-traditional materials and
finally the choice converged on seaweeds, also because of the imagery that links them
to Venice and its lagoon [17]. The fabric is produced by Tabinotabi using SeaCell fibre,
made by a German company incorporating brown seaweeds harvested in the Icelandic
fjords, dehydrated and pulverised, into a natural cellulose fibre. The harvesting of this
seaweed is certified as sustainable, as only the part that is able to regenerate is taken
from the underwater plant. After harvesting, the seaweed is not processed, thus keeping
all beneficial properties intact.

Tabinotabi is one of the brands that have been researching the possibilities of seaweed
in fashion in recent years. AlgiKnit, for example, is an American start-up that makes
strong yet biodegradable yarns with Kelp seaweed; the alginate from the seaweed is
pulverised and turned into a water-based gel to which natural dyes are added and finally
extruded into long filaments. Seaweed also plays a leading role in the technical clothing
brand Vollebak, which has created a compostable t-shirt to be buried in the garden at
the end of its life, where it biodegrades in 8—12 weeks depending on temperature and
humidity. It is made of eucalyptus, beech pulp fibres and algae grown in laboratories
inside bioreactors, in line with their approach of artificialising nature; the t-shirt is printed
with green ink based on spirulina algae, a natural pigment that oxidises and fades with
air, inviting one to care for it as if it were a living being. Care is also at the heart of
the Biogarmentry non-woven fabric, designed by Roya Aghighi in collaboration with
AMPEL Lab and Botany Lab at the University of British Columbia; born from the
challenge of providing survival to photosynthetic cells of algal origin on fabrics made
of natural fibres based on cellulose and proteins, these “living clothes” are activated by
the sun and are an invitation to literally take care of one’s wardrobe.
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As reported by Defranza,” the possibility of using seaweed from the Venice lagoon
was experimented, trying to favour local resources and encourage a greater relationship
with the territory. However, the results were not satisfactory, given the type of local sea-
weed that required excessive complexity during the production process and a low final
quality of the yarn. Despite the fact that seaweed from Venice are currently not usable
in the production of new-generation fabrics and it is necessary to use raw material from
northern Europe, what is relevant for the purposes of this research is the material’s abil-
ity to generate new dynamics within the fashion design process. For this reason, it was
decided to develop a field research, involving fashion design students, to observe their
approach to seaweed fabrics, the influences on design methodologies and the relation-
ships activated. In this contribution, therefore, seaweed fabrics are analysed not so much
for their different sustainability compared to traditional materials, but for new dynamics
that modify design and designers. Designers are observed in this investigation for their
ability to redirect the present [18] through a practice that involves new materials.

As part of the Advanced Workshop of Fashion Techniques and Materials, of which I
am lecturer, the students were asked to design a collection from seaweed-based fabrics.
During the first meeting of the workshop, the 37 students were introduced to the fabric
and some samples were shown, without referring to examples of material use in order
to avoid any conditioning in the subsequent design activity. The students, who mostly
did not know each other as they came from different BA degree courses, were asked to
divide into 7 teams, trying to hybridise their different previous training experiences. No
project brief was given, the only element was the fabric, with the request to design and
realise a capsule collection that would enhance it.

Initially, there was a partial diffidence of the workshop participants, caused by two
reasons. The first one is that the request to work in a team, with unknown people,
contrasts with the need for the expression of individual creativity and design identity
that is almost always found in students; this request, however, stemmed from the desire to
encourage a collaborative approach, somehow experiencing the idea of making kin first
hand, to cancel design methodologies consolidated in previous experiences, and start
again from the material. The second one is related to the fact that seaweed fabric was
initially brought back by the students to the category of sustainability, even though this
term was not used in the project presentation: the concept of sustainability in fashion, in
fact, often remains anchored to an idea of limitation, deprivation, less creative freedom,
and lack of aesthetic research.

In spite of these initial criticalities, the teams began the design research phase, ques-
tioning themselves on what it entails to deal with a fabric like this, what differences there
are — from a conceptual as well as a physical point of view — compared to traditional
fabrics, what it means to develop this project in Venice, a city whose imagery has often
been associated with seaweed, but which today also represents a critical element from
an environmental point of view, invading the canals with alien species. The following
are some of the projects developed during the workshop, which provide an insight into
how the students related to this material.

2 The interview was conducted by the author on 8 July 2021 at the Tabinotabi store, located at
the foot of Rialto Bridge in Venice.
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4 From Seaweed to Bodies

The project entitled Symbiosis was developed from the symbiotic relationship between
seaweed and humans in the field of biological engineering. Also through the analysis of
some living textiles case studies, such as those of the designer Paula Ulargui Escalona,
the team decided to work on the idea of clothing as a second skin. Considering the
beneficial properties of SeaCell fibre, the project was configured as a layering of garments
adjacent to the human body, in symbiosis with each other and with the body. A layering
of transparencies that covers the body and partially conceals it. In this case, the material
stimulated an in-depth reflection on the relationship between dress and body, on the need
for fashion to design the boundary between the individual and the space around it. The
body returns as the protagonist of the fashion project, it becomes an object of attention
and care [19, 113].

The Confini (Boundaries) project starts from a reflection by losif Brodskij about
the relationship between seaweed and rock [20], in an idea of colonisation, of contrast
between visible and invisible, between rigid and organic form. This originates a series of
felt garments with increased and defined geometric volumes, apparently bare, aseptic and
separated from the body. In reality, inside them they enclose sensorial, soft and living
embroideries, made with the waste from the processing of seaweed fabric, enhanced
through manual stitching and dyeing. The seaweed fabric is therefore hidden inside, in
contact with the body, stimulating an intimate, tactile, and non-visual relationship. In
contrast to what is usually done, the focus is on the inside of the garments and not on
their outward appearance.

Moving from Gilles Clément’s idea of the “third landscape” as a refuge for diversity
[21], the Residui (Residues) project consists of a set of garments capable of accommo-
dating different bodies. Going beyond a hierarchical scheme that places humans at the
top in the relationship with plants and animals, the team investigated how to encourage
an attitude of care and balance. To this end, students focused on the beneficial proper-
ties — antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, anti-ageing — of SeaCell fibre, designing a “second
skin” garment to be worn as a first layer in contact with the body, promoting cell regen-
eration and breathability. Above this, the other garments can be adjusted in length and
width through belts, buttons and laces to fit every kind of body. A project, therefore, that
goes beyond the idea of size and standard, encouraging a hypothetical more sustainable
production system. The result is an idea of inclusive fashion, capable of accommodating
different bodies, which can be realised through size-less garments that, with a view to
mass production, allow for a reduction in prototypes and waste (Fig. 1).

The Algae project intervenes more directly on the sustainability needs of fashion,
translating physical experimentation with seaweed fabrics into a conceptual exploration
that intersects processes of co-creation, valorisation of the archive, and do it yourself.
The output is an editorial project, a magazine that responds to an educational commit-
ment of the designer: not only the capsule collection created is presented, but each reader
is given the opportunity to reproduce one of the garments thanks to the paper pattern
that is provided using available fabrics and obtaining accessories from second-hand gar-
ments. The garments are conceived as decomposable and interchangeable, in a logic of
optimising consumption and reducing waste: one and the same garment can be trans-
formed into different garments responding to different needs of wearability and use. In
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Fig. 1. Residuals project. MA students in Fashion and Visual Arts, Universita Iuav di Venezia,
2023.

some of the garments made, zero-waste design methods are adopted, which optimise the
consumption of seaweed fabric and eliminate manufacturing waste (Fig. 2).

The latest project is Fisciu. Venetian constellations, significant for shifting the focus
of the project from the body to the territory. The seaweed fabric suggested a reinterpre-
tation of Venice, resuming that relationship between imaginaries mentioned earlier. The
visual representation of the city, analysed through postcards, photos and archive docu-
ments, gave rise to colour maps with which fiscii, neckscarves typical of 17th and 18th
century Venetian fashion, were designed. These were made from felt by water-textured
manipulation of textile fibres on a fabric and translating the colour maps through manual
natural dyeing. The project is completed by the packaging of the fisciu, consisting of a
print of a map of Venice on which a possible itinerary for discovering the city is sug-
gested: the fashion object is thus transformed into a device that encourages a relationship
with the place (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 2. Algae project. MA students in Fashion and Visual Arts, Universita Iuav di Venezia, 2023.

These are just a few of the projects developed during the workshop, but they are
enough to bring out some important reflections on the investigation carried out. It was
observed that seaweed fabrics were not only considered by the participants as a new,
more sustainable material to be applied within traditional creative processes, but also
stimulated the exploration of new approaches and new relationships between fashion
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Fig. 3. Fisciu project. MA students in Fashion and Visual Arts, Universita [uav di Venezia, 2023.

and the human and non-human world. They have been perceived as ‘vibrant’, living
materials, evolving over time, important to care for and that activate a caring dynamic
with the wearer, in a redefinition of the concepts of fabric and fashion. Unlike traditional
natural plant fibres, such as cotton and linen, seaweed is characterised not only by evoking
an exotic and still unfamiliar imagery, but also by a low-impact production system: it
is abundant in nature; it does not require irrigation; only the part that can regenerate is
used; it does not consume arable land or require pesticides or fertilisers; it biodegrades
quickly; it is naturally fire-resistant, reducing the need to add toxic flame retardants to
clothes; it is processed in plants that are already geared towards energy optimisation
[22]. However, the possible criticalities of this phenomenon should not be overlooked:
emissions and costs related to transport, as most of the production is located in Iceland;
loss of centrality of territories historically used for the cultivation of traditional fibres;
colonisation of new marine areas for the development of intensive seaweed cultivation
with possible imbalances in the ecosystem.
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Conclusions

This research thus demonstrates how an object such as seaweed fabric is not only a
response to the need to identify new sustainable materials for fashion, but represents a
stimulus to redefine the fashion design itself and its relations with environment, terri-
tories, people, and bodies. In the experimentation with seaweed, nature becomes raw
material for constructing aesthetic and cultural imagery. The theory of a new materialism
in the post-human perspective has thus found confirmation, committed to bringing mat-
ter and bodily experience back to the centre of the debate in its weaving interconnections
with the world.
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Abstract. This manuscript narrates a pedagogic experience in a Furniture Design
course at the American University in the Emirates (AUE). Senior students enrolled
in the Interior Design Program tackled a studio project which was about designing
a piece of furniture inspired by a pavilion of their choice pertaining to Dubai World
Expo 2020. The direct learning outcomes were assessed through technical draw-
ings and three-dimensional printed physical models scaled one tenth proceeded
by real scale prototypes of the chairs. The indirect outcomes are considering these
material objects, the furniture items, as tools of memory, holding symbolic and
cultural connotations. The design process would allow a space of reflection on
contemporary practices and rethink prototypes as tools for analysis and research.
Beyond functionality and aesthetics, objects become means of communicating
personal findings, translating urban, architectural, cultural, and social attributes.
This research will demonstrate through combined research strategies how products
of the real and the imaginary give material form to memory.

Keywords: Furniture Design - Prototypes - Artifacts - Dubai World Expo 2020 -
Memory - Place-Making

1 Research Methodology

In design, how do material outcomes lead to objects of memory? To answer the research
question, this paper makes use of linear combined strategies, each of which leading to
observed results that constitutes input to subsequent conceptual framework [1]. The first
‘logic-in-use’ is deduction (see Fig. 1). The former is a reasoning pattern that allows
us to observe the material objects, 3D-printed prototypes and corresponding furniture
artifacts. In his article, the Core of Design Thinking and its Application, Dorst formulates
reasoning patterns by specifying knowns and unknowns in simple equations that will be
explicitly utilized in this research [2].

In deduction, we know the ‘what’ that is the design tools and the ‘how’ that is the
design process or the design methodology. The first sets of results (results 1) generate
physical objects that enable description and ‘reflective practice’ of the artifacts that
would, themselves, serve as the ‘what’ in the abduction reasoning pattern. In addressing
the role of designers, specifically architects, landscape architects, interior or industrial
designers, Schon explains that they make ‘physical objects that occupy space and have
plastic or visual form [3]. In a more general sense, a designer makes an image—a
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WHAT | + HOW | ——

(design tools)  (design process) (artifacts)

Fig. 1. Deductive method

representation—of something to be brought to reality, whether conceived primarily in
visual, spatial terms or not.’

In abduction (see Fig. 2), the equation makes a slight modification so that the outcome
(result 2) is the achievement of an aspired ‘value’ (memory of Dubai World Expo 2020)
rather than a statement of truth.

What is missing in the abduction equation is a ‘what’ and a ‘how’. As previously
explained, the material objects that were the results of the deductive method provide
‘the solution space’ in the ‘what’. What remains is the creation of a ‘working principle.’
This principle entails a phenomenological study (see Fig. 3) that examines the shared
significance of phenomena experienced by a number of design students based on their
particular ‘object’ of lived experiences [4].

This shared experience is a pedagogical design activity that integrates Dubai World
Expo 2020 in the design process; furthermore, the author of this paper will discuss the
context and environment that shaped their experiences in an attempt to comprehend
how students express their personal, cultural, and social approaches through design [5].
Phenomenology, as a qualitative technique, has focus on human interactions with the
physical environment.

RESULT1 | + HOW | ——

(thing) (working principle) (value)

Fig. 2. Abduction

2 Deductive Method: Designing Material Objects

As a reactive ode to returning to ‘normal life’ and the return of events in Dubai, third
year Interior Design students were asked in one of the assessments in a Furniture Design
course, held on campus, to design a physical piece of furniture- referred to as ‘material
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object’ in this research- inspired by a pavilion in Dubai World Expo 2020. The mega
event, World Expo Dubai 2020, coincided in timing with the initiation of a Furniture
Design course (September to December 2021) delivered by the author of this paper. The
course was held in-person in the College of Design (CDES) at the American University in
the Emirates (AUE) campus after one year of distance teaching and MS Teams meetings.
At that time, the world was weary of the social estrangement and preventive measures
taken as a result of the COVID pandemic. Following the UAE Ministry of Education’s
directives, universities in Dubai welcomed the return of students on campus in fall
2021-2022 semester. Visits to the World Expo Dubai was made possible as an extra-
curricular activity, and, consequently, students had the opportunity to physically visit
the pavilions, thus, note their observations on site. How an ephemeral event like Dubai
World Expo 2020 act as a starting point for a design project? Through a pedagogic
experiential learning, participants were exposed to a design methodology aiming at
translating personal perception of spaces created by the architecture of the pavilions into
a product scale. This methodology will be explained in the following section.

2.1 Design Methodology

The following phase involved participating the students in a professional workshop con-
ducted by BorgiBastormagi [6]. Designers Etienne Bastormagi and Nada Borgi were
invited for two sessions on 1 November and 8 November 2021 (six contact hours per
each session) to share their proven design methodology on how to translate architectural
and urban experiences in furniture design, allowing an opportunity to follow a proven
framework and also a space to better understand the myriad of other design method-
ologies [7]. Participants were asked to pick a pavilion from Dubai World Expo 2020
then to follow the guided steps: (1) understand/dismantle materials, structure, country
history, user relation, and social impact (2) produce a board (3) apply transformation 4)
change scale, pierce, multiply, dip in a material (5) draw/sketch (6) introduce a function
based on a current need (rethink the chair) (7) develop the design based on the function
(8) materials and details (based on local resources (9) draw/model (10) represent your
design narrative (11) develop drawings for the prototype (12) develop a model for the
prototype experimenting the buildability of the product. Students were initially asked
to manually sketch their ideas [8], but it was observed that the predominant preference
was using digital tools over manual ones [9].

Consequently, digital three-dimensional (3d) models were prepared using 3ds Max
and Rhino with the aim of preparing their files to 3d printing. The latter required a
supplementary lecture about the available 3d printers in the college’s labs, particularly
MakerBot Replicator. The utilized three-dimensional printing method of the digital mod-
els is named fused deposition modeling. It consists of melting MakerBot PLA filament
and layering it onto a thin surface plate.

2.2 Design Tools

A curated exhibition (CDES Showcase) of the students’ outcome took place towards the
end of the semester (29 November 2021) where eight projects from the Furniture Design
course were exhibited. Each of eight students designed a chair. For each project, two
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WHAT | + HOW | —— ’
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DEDUCTION

RESULT1| + | HOW —>‘

(Phenomenological study)
|
ABDUCTION

Fig. 3. Combined strategies integrating phenomenological study

A3-format sheets were presented along with the corresponding 3d-printed model. One
sheet contained images of the selected pavilion with narrated description by the students,
and sketches of the design process. The other sheet showed technical drawings of the
designed chair- top and side views with dimensions and annotation- utilized to fabricate
the chairs. 3d-printed physical models (scaled one tenth) allowed a tactile examination
of the proposed design and a better understanding of the form as it can be easily held by
hands and scrutinized from various angles. Indeed, the models assisted the students not
only in understanding the technical aspect of their designs, but, also, in communicating
with the exhibition’s visitors/observers. Participants in the Furniture Design workshop
had various cultural and ethnic backgrounds and it was noted that most of them selected,
as a reference source, pavilions pertaining to countries different than their own home
countries [10]. 3d-printed models, as tools in the design process will be emphasized on,
and description of the forms inspired by the pavilion of each country will be elaborated
in the subsequent paragraphs.

Luxembourg. One of the participants’ objects was inspired by the Luxembourg pavilion
that is shaped like a moebius ribbon representing circular economy (see Fig. 4a). The
student translated her perception of the architectural form into a piece of furniture, a
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chair. As the students already participated in the previously-mentioned workshop, they
were able to apply a methodology on how to relate with architecture and space and
then transfer these attributes to a more tangible, human scale such as a product scale.
The participant who got inspired by the Luxembourg pavilion created an element, not
necessarily identified as a chair. Urging the students to explore forms that are thought-
provoking and stimulating for the spectator and the user. Like design research, part of the
process is identifying relevant questions which highlight common ground to the design
process itself.

United Arab Emirates. A project was inspired by the pavilion of the hosting country,
United Arab Emirates, inspired by the wings of a desert falcon (see Fig. 4b). I quote
from the participant, ‘I used the wing shape to connect the rear leg to the seat. I got
inspired by the curved lines and then liberated more the shape to become biomorphic.
Twists and bends became lines, surfaces and then a chair.” In the same technical sheet,
photos of the 3D-printed model were provided that contributed to the comprehension of
the form to the manufacturer.

Another project (see Fig. 4c) had the same reference to the UAE pavilion but, expect-
edly, had a different outcome highlighting the multifaceted approach of design. Catego-
rizing design may seem like an endless process of function, aesthetics, and dimensions.
Although this research demonstrates few samples, it certainly highlights the various
solutions to the same problem. Objects in this research include not only physical mod-
els, but also the manufactured real scale pieces of furniture that will be tackled in the
following section. A question may be posed about the reality of the prototypes versus
the reality of the produced object. The various outcomes allow comparison, particularly
when students are referring to the same inspirational source leading to valid diverging
outcomes.

Belgium. Another project was inspired by the Belgium pavilion (see Fig. 4c). I quote
from the student: ‘I got inspired by the pattern of the vertical louvers that transform into
a curved surface. Both repetitive elements and arcs are used to create the furniture design
concept.” For the student, digital tools seem to allow more design iterations. Incomplete
chairs in the manufacturing process sometimes reveal aesthetics that may not be visible
otherwise. A contrast in the perception of the object is manifested where some projects
looked lighter than their actual weight, for instance, the chair inspired by the Belgium
pavilion which rings seem to be elevated softly from the ground. The reason is that they
are made from steel which certainly adds to the total weight. The tangibility of material
objects is different than the impression they first give

Spain. One participant used the conical elements dominating the Spanish pavilion,
inverted, and used as a floating base of the stool (see Fig. 5a). The geometry of the
seating space became the dominant design element and its structure seemed like a fancy
accessory. The manufactured result is much more truthful to the technical drawings
than the 3D-printed model that missed some precision and refinement. The influence
of geometry may be highly visible in the conical chair echoing many authority chairs
inspired by geometry throughout the history.

United Kingdom. The design was inspired by the array of lamellae in the pavilion.
The student who designed the corresponding object explained that ‘from the external
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Fig. 4. 3d-printed physical models inspired by pavilions pertaining to the following countries:
(a) Luxembourg (b) United Arab Emirates (c) United Arab Emirates (d) Belgium.
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side, the lines in the pavilion appear to diverge from a single point. If these lines are set
free, they will wander in the space. So I was inspired to create a chair that looks, from
afar, as if its seat was floating, but a closer look will reveal that the seat is adhered to
structural metallic rods supporting the seat upholstered in leather. In addition to that, at
the bottom, the metal sticks intersect with a ring covered by a layer of leather to increase
stability on the ground. The same type of leather will also cover the edge of the chair.’
(See Fig. 5b).

Canada. The interlocking wooden structures in the pavilion’s envelope were translated
into the legs and arms of the chair. The pentagon shape of the seat is connected with lower
base that also has a pentagon rotated shape. Each vertex of the pentagon is connected
three-dimensionally with two opposite vertices of the facing pentagon. The result is
interwoven bars serving as the legs of the chair (see Fig. 5¢). The physical model neces-
sitated post-processing, highlighting the fact that some models are better represented
with alternative model making techniques other than 3d printing.

China. The form represented in the pertaining physical model is inspired by the Chi-
nese pavilion which is, itself, reminiscent of the traditional Chinese lantern. Quoting
the student’s own words, ‘the chair is designed with a hope of a bright future, just like
the Chinese pavilion that is embracing the culture mix between the West and the East,
modernity and tradition.” The cylindrical overall volume of the pavilion is also main-
tained in the design (see Fig. 5d). The circular base is extended backward to support
two layers of ribs; the first layer is composed of series of cylindrical rods and the sec-
ond, rectangular ones. These layers specifically got inspired by the fagade details in the
pavilion incorporating vertical louvers surrounding the core volume of the building.

2.3 Design Outcome: Manufactured Artifacts

Part of the learning process involves understanding the challenges of using specific
tools. For example, some 3d-printed models required several hours of post process-
ing, while others were more refined, indicating that the type of 3d printers and the 3d
digital model influence the quality, precision, forms, lines, and surfaces of the objects.
By using available technologies, 3d-printed models took shape, constituting cultural
memory and relationships between the designers’ own taste and sentimental encounters
towards an urban-scaled place like Dubai World Expo [11]. Working with a real scale
prototype allows the identification of functional challenges such as stability, sturdiness,
and structural integrity.

Being present at the location of Dubai Expo allowed the students to physically interact
with the chosen pavilions and hence influenced their designs further than merely being
inspired by images retrieved from a book or internet.

Because of sponsorship support from Bond Interiors, manufacturing the real scale
chairs was made possible. At the time of presenting this research in Parma (5 May 2022)
at the international conference Design! OPEN, not all chairs were still completed, but
images of the process were shown. Currently, all manufactured chairs are exhibited at
CDES exhibition space. In this research, the chairs will be referred to using the terms
‘material objects.’
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Fig. 5. 3d-printed physical models inspired by pavilions pertaining to the following countries:
(a) Spain (b) United Kingdom (c) Canada (d) China
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The students visited Bond Interiors factory (5 October 2021) located in Dubai Indus-
trial City [12]. As a visual research phase, a report done by the students about their field
depicted their observations on the tools and machineries used in the factory such as
CNC machines, inloader transporters, sand blasting machine, and others. The students
were also exposed to the versatility of materials they can utilize like wood, glass, solid
surface, and steel as well as joinery and millwork techniques. Furniture prototypes and
mock-ups were amply available during the visit allowing proper documentation through
photos. It is worth mentioning that the founder himself of Bond Interiors, member of
the advisory board of the College of Design at AUE, guided the students during the visit
transferring his skills and expertise to the young designers.

3 Abduction

In the previous sections, we have thoroughly described tools and obtained results of the
manufactured artifacts. These results will provide opportunity, in abduction reasoning, to
explore an inquiry method, phenomenology that may enable us to acquire the final desired
value, memory of the temporary event of the Dubai World Expo 2020. Creswell [4],
quoting Moustakas, highlighted a feature of phenomenology which is the intentionality
of being conscious of the external forms of objects combined with ‘consciousness based
on memory, image, and meaning.” In our case, ‘objects’ are also linked to the built
environment of Dubai World Expo. The objective, in this research, is to interpret the
essence of the experience from students themselves and designed artifacts inspired by
the pavilions rather than interpreting from a literature review tied to the expo event. To
develop students’ understanding of Dubai World Expo 2020 (1 October 2021- 31 March
2022) and to assist them in picking a pavilion to be considered later in the design process,
they were urged to take part in cultural activities that were happening there.

3.1 Phenomenological Inquiry: Dubai World Expo as Object of Interest

The idea of ‘bracketing,” wherein researchers put aside any prejudgments and utilize
their intuition and imagination to discover the universal or fundamental properties of the
phenomenon, is a fundamental premise that underpins phenomenological investigation.
Dubai World Expo learned lessons from previous Milan and Shanghai expos and com-
plemented Dubai’s well-established infrastructure and tourist attractions [13]; however,
a mega-scale temporal event requires making sense of place [14] specifically for design
students to conceptualize their ideas on the pavilions as source references. Attending
musical concerts, hosting world-class athletes, engaging in culinary activities, visiting
science museums, taking part in environmental awareness workshops and exhibitions,
perceiving top-notch technologies and inventions, and watching movies and installations
are only few of the myriad buzzing cultural activities that took place at the event. For
architects, designers, artists, and philosophers, the World Expo seemed like a vast play-
ground, with pavilions being playground climbers. Literally, the Lebanese and German
pavilions had swings in their spaces as part of the visitor’s interactive experience.
Dubai, in general and the World Expo, in particular, serve as a global platform, as
90% of the population in Dubai are foreigners, acting agents of tolerance and diversity,
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the intended communicated image of the city. Expo events, which are international in
scope, seek to inform the public, spread innovation, speed up development, and promote
collaboration [15]. Global issues were highlighted during the Dubai World Expo 2020 in
keeping with past legacies from Shanghai Expo 2010 and Expo 2015 Milan like ‘Mobil-
ity, Opportunity and Sustainability’ with a main motto ‘Connecting Minds, Creating the
Future.” Having visited the expo several times, during the days and evenings, I found
it interesting how the walking experience shifted when the weather changes and when
the buildings’ lightings were turned on. For example, the Chinese pavilion inspired by
a traditional Chinese lantern functioned better in evenings when the building is well-lit
with a spectacular light show.

Because the students in AUE are mostly living in Dubai, the city where they are
pursuing their education, they have already developed a sense of belonging to the city.
To explore more, the following subsection will highlight the idea of place-making along
with characteristics that enhance place-making in Dubai World Expo (Fig. 6).

3.2 Place-Making as Object of Memory

One of the strategies to enhance place-making of a city is hosting a major event in it
such as World Expo. This cultural event contributes significantly to the branded public
image of Dubai. By defining the concept of place-making, there is a distinction between
space and place. Space is the physical form, and place is the relational sense of the space
involving social practices and human interactions; furthermore, place-making refers to
the experiences and collective memory lived during the event. Students’ memory of
the created objects would not only be associated to Dubai World Expo, but the design
exercise becomes a motive to make sense of the ephemeral event. The objects, hence,
materializes permanently in their memories. How designers react to spaces that are going
to stay there for a limited amount of time then leave us? Through design process, memory
of a space becomes that of a place. The material objects become tools we can utilize to
enhance our understanding of place-making and memory.

According to Swarbrooke [16], the attraction product is mostly experienced and
includes both tangible and intangible components. Following Swarbrooke (1995) clas-
sification of attraction, already four types of tangible types in Dubai may be noted: (1)
natural beauty of the city experienced by activities such as desert safari, sand boarding,
scuba diving and deep sea fishing (2) man-made, but not originally designed to attract
visitors such as Bastakiya, Al-Satwa, extension of Dubai Creek around which Business
Bay was constructed, and others (3) man-made like Ski Dubai, Burj Al Arab, Atlantis,
Palm Jumeirah, Dubai Mall, and Burj Al Arab (4) purpose-built to attract visitors and
special events like Dubai World Expo 2020.

Greenways and sustainability vision of the Dubai World Expo ensured the quality of
a meaningful public open space. Shaded pathways connecting various districts enhanced
the walking experience allowing pedestrians to enjoy slowly the various pavilions and
organized events. Al Wasl dome provided a mesmerizing static place where visitors
contemplated the geometric structural patterns and enjoyed underneath concerts, talks,
events accompanied by lighting shows. The experiences lived by visitors during the mega
event in these temporary spaces became permanent places in the collective memory of
visitors including students who were involved in the Furniture Design course at AUE.
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Fig. 6. Manufactured artifacts pertaining to Dubai World Expo pavilions of the following
countries: (a) United Arab Emirates (b) United Arab Emirates (c) Belgium (d) Spain
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The designed objects are products of the real and the imaginary, giving material form to
memory [17]. (Fig. 7).

4 Conclusion

This manuscript makes use of combined research methodologies to demonstrate how
material objects become markers of memory. Through deductive reasoning, the research
narrates a design methodology aiming at translating urban attributes to product scale.
This methodology is demonstrated by referring to a Furniture Design course delivered at
the American University in the Emirates (AUE). Specifically, this article posits the idea of
firstly, how material objects, translate cultural, urban, architectural and social attributes
of amega event such as Dubai World Expo 2020, and, secondly, how they constitute tools
of memory, utilizing abduction and a phenomenological mode of inquiry. The created
objects are 3d-printed models and real scale prototypes of furniture artifacts. These
empirical results are then described and analyzed. While direct learning outcomes in the
course are gaining the knowledge and skills through design process, this research further
contributes on how design creates an osmosis of cultural exchange wherein memory
becomes tangible through material objects. Future research may explore further the
relationship between place-making, artifacts, and memory through design.
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Fig. 7. Manufactured artifacts pertaining to Dubai World Expo pavilions of the following
countries: (a) United Kingdom (b) Canada (c) China (back view) (d) China (front view)
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Abstract. What happens to a squeezer, a coffee maker, a corkscrew, when they
leave the kitchen and become part of a film set? What happens when material cul-
ture is transformed into visual culture? What new roles, meanings and connections
to the subject, do objects find themselves constructing in the content continuum
of virtual media?

This paper attempts to answer, albeit partially, these questions by using a
specific case study, namely the analysis of the presence of some of the most
famous Italian design objects, the kitchen objects by Alessi, within the American
filmography of the last twenty years.

The ultimate aim is to reason in terms of meaning and narrativity according to
the methods proposed by sociosemiotics and cultural studies, in order to identify
new characteristics and functions that design can perform within an experiential
context that is already dominant: the world of images.

Keywords: Visual culture - Material culture - Design - Film - Kitchen Objects

1 Visual culture and objects

In the early 1990s, American scholar W.J.T Mitchell [1], when talking about visual
culture, used the term ‘interdiscipline’ or rather ‘indiscipline’ to emphasise the hybrid
and at the same time provocative character of this type of study. Since then, visual culture
studies have dramatically evolved, but their innovative character has remained intact.
The first reflections on the subject actually date back to the 1970s, when in the
wake of Anglo-Saxon cultural studies, people began to talk about Visual studies. The art
historian Svetlana Alpers [2] first used the term visual culture with the aim of proposing
anew approach to the study of artistic products. According to the scholar, in fact, in order
to understand a work of art, it was necessary not only to study its aesthetic features and
the culture that had produced it, but also and above all the contemporary culture of those
who observed and interpreted that work, the methods and means used for observation.
Taking into account these variables, Alpers claimed that the interpretation of the work
of art thus became something that was never definitively given, but, on the contrary, it
was configured as a dynamic practice, constantly renegotiated according to the observer
and his or her reference culture. Thus, applying a method close to neo-historical textual
criticism, mediology and cultural studies, the work of art became a textual system, i.e.
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what semiotics defines as ‘discourse’, in which the production of meaning occurs through
the contamination of different elements.

Although Alpers’ theoretical proposal dates back to the 1970s, it is only since the
1990s that visual culture has acquired its own academic status and scientific legitimacy,
becoming central to art history courses particularly in America, Great Britain and Eng-
land, but above all extending its sphere of interest to other fields such as the applied
arts, cinema, design and all the visual languages of mass culture. The convergence of
practices and methods drawn from cultural studies, art history, but also psychology,
sociology, anthropology, and history, nowadays configure visual culture as an interdisci-
plinary project of analysis and criticism of visual languages, whereby images are studied
as ‘a set of practices that vary not only their use, but also their meaning’ [3].

The application of this theory to the practice of design is undoubtedly one of its
most interesting outcomes, even if seemingly oxymoronic. If on the one hand there is
visual culture, the images with their virtuality, on the other, almost opposite, hand there
would be material culture, the objects with their thickness, weight and materiality. On
the one hand the images that are looked at, on the other the objects that are predominantly
used. However, we must acknowledge that, starting with the advent of photography and
subsequent media such as cinema and television, up to the hybridisation of multimedia
languages, the Western world has now structured its knowledge and social dynamics
predominantly around images. Reality passes, is experienced and even created through
images. The advent of the Metaverse is the clearest example of the priority that the visual
component is acquiring over all other ways of experiencing reality. As Andrea Fontana
writes, in the content continuum in which we live, ‘the boundary between real, virtual and
fictional’ [4, 20] has become increasingly thin. In such a visual context, objects become
part of syncretic, visual, audiovisual, textual texts that are then declined in a polysystemic
[5,40] perspective, i.e. replicated, translated and continuously re-elaborated according to
the specific codes of the different social networks or virtual contexts. And in such virtual
spaces, objects find themselves playing roles that are neither foreseen nor predictable
and weaving new relationships with time, space and subjects.

We owe American scholar Bill Brown [6] an interesting reflection on Thing Theory,
a branch of critical theory that studies human-object interaction in culture. Echoing
the distinction proposed by Heidegger between objects and things, Brown restates that
objects turn into things as soon as they cease to fulfil their common function, i.e. when
their dynamics of production, distribution, consumption, and display change.

The transition from material culture to visual culture can be configured exactly as a
transition from objects to things. When an object is photographed, placed within a film
scenography, watched rather than used, it clearly changes its function and establishes
new relationships with the subject looking at it. Relations that are no longer defined in
terms of use, but in terms of attribution of meaning and narrativity. The object almost
completely loses its specific prerogatives of form, function, matter and is transformed
into image, narrative element, sign.

However, once this transition has been defined, it is necessary to understand how
to analyse and study this conversion of material culture into visual culture, with what
modalities and methods.
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Sociosemiotics has looked into design in a complex way for a long time. Semiotic
studies, in fact, conceive design not simply as an act of creation and production of objects,
but as a ‘discourse’, i.e. as a ‘social process of creation and reproduction of meaning
that takes place within social, institutional and historical formations’ [7, 269]. Studying
design in terms of discourse, therefore, means focusing precisely on its being textuality,
on its being a productive process of meaning made of texts, objects in this case, but also
of mechanisms of enunciation, reproduction and circulation, and of all those cultural
practices that produce and interpret the texts themselves [8].

Pioneering in this sense is the thought of Ronald Barthes who, in his brilliant myth-
semiological reflections, wrote: ‘We believe we are in a practical world of uses, of
functions, of total domestication of the object and in reality we are, even through objects,
in a world of meaning, of reasons, of alibis’ [9, 48]. He is credited with having first studied
fashionable objects not as such, but as images. As, in fact, fashion sociosemiologist
Patrizia Calefato reminds us: ‘It was Roland Barthes, in The Fashion System, who set an
exemplary 20th century theory of fashion as social discourse. In this text Barthes does
not in fact deal with real fashion, but rather with fashion described in the specialised
press where the garment is totally converted into language” [10, 10].

Critical sociosemiotics and cultural studies in particular as Stuart Hall [11] conceived
them, i.e. as a critical investigation of the formal conditions of possibility of sociality
as such, offer a methodological system suited to the case. Cultural studies, in particular,
intended as a field of study rather than as a discipline itself, are specifically appropriate
to this type of analysis because they open us up to new categories of thought, to new
disciplinary links, force us to observe and recognise complex connections through the
application of research methods from different fields, but above all legitimise us in our
attempt to study design not as such, but in its becoming through modes of enunciation.
In its becoming discourse.

In an attempt to try and define a method of analysis and thus of results, an example
of empirical research is proposed on one of the most evident transitions from material
culture to visual culture, namely the inclusion of design objects in the cinematographic
language. To this end, the presence of some of the most famous Italian design objects,
the kitchen objects by Alessi, within the American filmography of the last twenty years
will be analysed, trying to interpret their roles and functions.

2 Empirical Attempts of Analysis: Kitchen Objects in the American
Filmography of the Last Twenty years

The kitchen objects by Alessi have been chosen as a case study for several theoretical
reasons. First of all, kitchen objects, more than furniture objects, have an outstanding
vocation for use [12], so their cinematographic transposition makes this transition from
material to visual culture particularly interesting. Moreover, of all the various Italian
kitchen design objects, it has been preferred to focus on Alessi objects both because
many of them are counted among the best contributions of Italian material culture, and
because the company in question, by choice, does not make use of product placement
[13], so that the presence of an Alessi objectin a film is far more interesting and significant
from a semiotic and narrative point of view.
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As far as films are concerned, we have reasoned in terms of relevance. American
filmography was chosen because of its strong impact in terms of global culture [14],
while in terms of time limits, the most recent filmography has been preferred, i.e. those
films produced and distributed between 2000 and 2020.

Once these parameters have been defined, titles have been selected in terms of rel-
evance and significance, i.e. films that have truly had an impact in the common imag-
inary have been identified: Oscar-winning films, the highest-grossing films and Critics
Award-winning films.

With regard to Oscar-winning films, in particular, the categories of Best Picture and
Best Production Design have been taken into account. As far as Box Office grosses are
concerned, we have used the noticeboards provided by the Box Office Mojo website [15],
considered by industry experts as the most reliable reference. The US site is a complex
database that enables different types of research on film box office according to year and
geographic area of interest, and is constantly updated as it also takes into consideration
the enjoyment of films through different web platforms such as AmazonPrime, Chili,
Netflix and the like. The rankings considered for the purposes of this work have been
those of North America for the years from 2000 to 2020. Excluding animated films,
films with historical and fantasy settings, the top four films in the rankings have been
examined.

As far as critics is concerned, the site metacritic.com [16] has been chosen. This
US site collects reviews of music albums, films and even video games from the most
important American newspapers in the field such as ‘Movie’, ‘Best Movie’ and ‘By
Year’. These reviews are then translated into a score whose average is expressed through
a value called Metascore, which thus provides a numerical comparison between the
different films. This category is very interesting as almost always films with a higher
metascore are not ranked in the top positions of the highest-grossing films and are
sometimes nominated for the Academy Awards, but do not win. Considering Critics
Award-winning films means intercepting a set of viewers certainly endowed with a
more specific and complex encyclopaedia of reference knowledge, to quote Umberto
Eco [17], which will allow them to have a deeper interpretation and this also applies to
the signs of material culture. Also in this case, the first four titles in the ranking have
been analysed.

Once this selection has been made, and ten titles for year had been identified, we
have watched every single film, identified the Alessi objects featured in them and then
made an initial attempt at interpretation. Clearly, not in all the films selected do the
sought-after elements appear, and even when they are present, it is fundamental that
they play an effective role in the scene, since the ultimate aim of this research is not so
much to identify their mere presence, as to study their narrative and semiotic value.

Three films have been selected as examples: Minority Report, Monster in Law and
Inferno containing the Tua pitcher, the Anna G. corkscrew and the Juicy Salif squeezer
respectively, all three produced by Alessi.

Minority Report is a 2002 film directed by Steven Spielberg. Based on the homony-
mous science fiction story by Philip Dick, the story is set in 2054 and stars Captain John
Anderton, played by Tom Cruise.
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At the very opening of the film, the Tua pitcher designed by Mario Botta for Alessi
in 2000 appears on the scene [18, 149]. The object in this case still performs the function
for which it was designed, even though it is used to pour coffee and not water, yet it is
subjected to a temporal decontextualisation. Aesthetic characteristics become a priority
in this case. Instead, the form and materials chosen by the Swiss architect for a design
free of unnecessary preciosity become futuristic elements so that the object can be easily
set in a future time.

We are faced with what in literary theory is called ‘estrangement’ [19], i.e. the
unpredicted and unexpected, while, from a narrative point of view, the object seems
to be subjected to an operation similar to that which the rhetorical figure of hyperbole
performs on words: that is, the extreme exaggeration of an aspect of the object. Hyperbole
is among the most frequently used rhetorical figures in advertising exactly because of
its ability to alienate the object, in the very sense of making it extraordinary, beyond
reality. The integration of the Tua pitcher in Minority Report, its transition to visual
culture, means that the object, in the eyes of the observer, acquires new meanings, that
are proper to the narrative plot and that it would not have in the context of mere material
culture (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. The Tua pitcher in Minority Report.

Monster in Law is a 2005 film directed by Robert Luketic, but best known for its
two lead actresses: Jane Fonda and Jennifer Lopez. The plot is based on one of the most
atavistic rivalries: that between daughter-in-law and mother-in-law. This rivalry is so
sharp that the mother-in-law Jane Fonda even decides to sabotage the upcoming marriage
between her daughter-in-law and her son by feeding the girl almonds even though she
knows she is allergic to them. As we see her in the kitchen, crushing almonds to mix them
into a serving sauce, the Anna G. corkscrew [18, 53], designed by Alessandro Mendini
for Alessi in 1994, appears on the countertop. It is one of the objects that best interprets
the process of anthropomorphisation of design that inspired many Alessi products at the
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end of the 20th century. Although the corkscrew is placed in the kitchen, it does not
perform its specific function, so much so that on the surface where it appears there are
no bottles. We are therefore presented with a functional decontextualisation (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. The Anna G. corkscrew in Monster in Law.

In the unfolding of the scene, however, it is easy to notice the very obvious resem-
blance between the figure imprinted on the corkscrew and the protagonist of the scene,
in the cut of her hair, in the line of her dress, almost as if it were really a personification
of the character herself and her role. Exactly as a corkscrew is able to creep between
cork and bottle and forcefully break the perfect joint, so Viola, played by Jane Fonda,
vehemently and cunningly intrudes into a love relationship, with the specific intention
of breaking it. In textual rhetoric we refer to personification when we attribute human
traits, thoughts, behaviours to something that is not human. In this case, in the transition
from materiality to visuality, the object takes on characteristics proper to the character
and actress who interprets it, and becomes capable of a narrative significance, certainly
not foreseen at the time of its conception (Fig. 3).

Inferno is a 2016 film directed by Ron Howard and based on the book of the same
name by Dan Brown. Tom Hanks plays the protagonist, symbology professor Robert
Langdon. In the agitated opening scenes, the scholar oscillates between consciousness
and hallucinations and, at one point, he seems to catch a glimpse of his friend Ignazio
Busoni, who is suddenly suffocated and bitten by a snake, exactly what happens in the
fraud circle, by the law of reciprocity, in cantos XXIV and XXV of Dante’s Inferno.
Behind Busoni, on a bookcase, the Juicy Sali [18 93] appears, a squeezer designed by
Philippe Starck for Alessi in 1990. In this case we have a decontextualisation of the
object both spatially and functionally, as the object leaves the kitchen, completely loses
the function for which it was designed and becomes a sort of sculpture to be displayed on
the shelves together with books. At the same time, however, the ‘s vaguely zoomorphic
shape, almost endowed with tentacles, seems to refer to the coils of the snake that appears
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Fig. 3. The Juicy Salif squeezer in Inferno.

next to it on the scene in a perfect formal correspondence. In this film, built up to the end
on the exchange of roles, whereby positive characters turn out to be negative and vice
versa, this object is subjected to a metaphorical operation, becoming itself a symbol of
the dystopia that underlies the whole narrative.

Whoever looks at these objects within the respective filmic narratives that have just
been described, introjects, more or less consciously, new meanings. The observer looks
at the same objects he or she has probably already observed in domestic scenarios, but
no longer sees the same things.

3 Conclusion

The transition to visual culture inevitably modifies perceptive modes and transfers the
object-subject dynamics into a cultural context made up of meanings, values, utopian
projections, and expressive potentialities destined to forever modify the criteria of choice,
purchase and use of the objects themselves. It is in the abstractness of the virtual that
the new sense of the real is constructed and, for this reason, every sphere of thought is
called upon to investigate this transition. Design can be no exception.

In the fictional economy era, we should be aware of the existence of an important
relation between visual culture and design. Above all, we should point out a way to study
the results of this blending between material culture and visual culture. For this reason,
it is needed a comparison and a hybridization of humanities and design methods and
approaches.
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Abstract. In 2008 UNESCO has recognized Puppets as expressions of intangible
cultural heritage and, since then, thirteen traditions from around the world have
been included in the UNESCO intangible cultural heritage list. In the last decades
puppets have been object of study and cultural fascination. This paper aims at
suggesting an unprecedented perspective in reading, displaying and narrating this
priceless intangible cultural heritage, by both outlining its aesthetic, and symbolic
values, and enhancing its processual and material features. These thoughts open a
research path that applies the point of view and the tools of multimedia design to
tell the narratives, the craft and production traditions of objects that have crossed
the history of humanity. The aim is to create a multimedia archive filled with
audiovisual artefacts produced by hybridizing documentary media (photographs,
videos and interviews) with fictional productions (drawings, scripted dialogues
and animated sequences). To test the validity of using hybrid languages and visual
codes a didactic experiment will be described. Students of a Multimedia design
class were asked to design an archive of audiovisual artefacts that stage under a new
perspective the cultural roots, materials and production processes of a tradition
worthy of being visually narrated.

Keywords: Puppets - Intangible Heritage - Multimedia Archive - Hybrid
Docudrama - Didactic Experiment

1 Puppets in the UNESCO’s Intangible Heritages List

From Mali to Czech Republic, from China to Egypt, puppets’ tales have crossed several
counties and fields of knowledge and have been connected with myths, religion, theater,
marketing, entertainment, technology and film studies [1]. Puppets are inanimate and
anthropomorphic object that, due to their human-like appearance, over the centuries has
been treated as non-organic entities which human beings could ‘give life’ to, by manip-
ulating them with hand, strings, rods or with complex systems of cogs and gears [2].The
heritage of these objects belongs to different cultures, places and eons of human history
and have been explored to enhance sometimes their anthropological roots, some other
times their philosophical, spiritual, symbolic and, not rarely, material and technological
dimensions [1-8]. Puppets’ tangled genealogy, their tales, craft traditions and functions
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have been recognized by UNESCO as an intangible heritage of humanity starting from
2008 — with the Sicilian Pupi — up to 2018 — with the string puppets used as performers
in the Riikada Natya shows in Sri Lanka.

The actions for enhancing Puppets’ traditions undertaken in the last decades follow
the new vision that UNESCO has aimed to achieve since the 70s, traying to promote not
just peace, economic and political agreements among States, but also to strengthen the
mutual knowledge, understanding, solidarity and dialogue between cultures and their
traditions. That’s why in 2003 UNESCO launched the Convention for the Safeguarding of
the Intangible Cultural Heritage, expanding the meaning of the term ‘cultural heritage’,
and making it not ending at monuments and collections of objects. Cultural heritage
today also includes ‘traditions or living expressions inherited from our ancestors and
passed on to our descendants, such as oral traditions, performing arts, social practices,
rituals, festive events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe or
the knowledge and skills to produce traditional crafts’ [9]. Intangible cultural heritage
expressions have a social, cultural, technological and economic value and represent both
inherited traditions from the past and contemporary rural and urban practices in which
diverse cultural groups take part. Intangible cultural heritage allows to find a sense of
shared identity and continuity between different places and cultural manifestations.

In the following sections it will be illustrated an experimental approach to preserve,
communicate and narrate puppets’ heritage by highlighting the value of these objects,
and by engaging new multimedia methods and instruments.

2 New Approaches for Preserving Puppets’ Heritage

2.1 Puppets’ Museums: An Overview

The pervasive appeal and uncanny ontology of puppets’ manufacture practice [6, 10,
11], has been at the core of cultural events, exhibitions and rituals that have paid homage
not only to the spiritual meaning of these objects but also to their material features and
to the design experimental approach they testify. These symbolic objects, indeed, in the
last decades has been protagonists of exhibitions that tried to enhance and preserve their
main meanings, features and artistic values as one of the most ancient forms of theater,
arguably the origin of drama itself [11]. Puppets’ material features and stories have been
the main aspects staged and communicated in dedicated museums and exhibitions [12].
Important examples of museums still today actively involved in the attempt to preserve
this humanity’s heritage are the Richard Teschner Collection at the Austrian Theatre
Museum in Vienna; the International Institue of Marionette Art in Prague; the Musée de
I’Automate in Souillac (France), one of the few examples of museum not dedicated to
puppet theater but on Collection of automatons and mechanical toys from the 19th and
20th centuries; the collection of puppets hosted by the Museum of the City of Munich,
one of the biggest permanent collection of puppets in the world with over 5,000 objects;
the permanent exhibition of traditional puppets hosted by the Scottish Mask and Puppet
Theatre in Glasgow; several small collection of traditional puppets in UK, such as those
hosted in the Bethnal Green Museum of childhood, in The Horniman Museum in the
theatre branch of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. As for the worldwide
panorama, a few examples are the Strings, Springs and Finger Puppets Collection at the
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Canadian Museum of Civilization; the National Puppet Museum in Messico, and a wide
list of museums in the USA among which The Ballard Institute and Museum of Puppetry
at The University of Connecticut and the Center for Puppetry Arts Museum in Atlanta,
Georgia. In Italy, especially after the important recognition provided by UNESCO in
2008, marionettes and rod puppets traditions have been protagonists of exhibitions aimed
at preserving the tales and the knowledge of a multifaced heritage that gets different
characteristics and coveys diverse stories from region to region. The Antonio Pasqualino
International Puppet Museum founded in 1997 in Palermo and the Museo Opera dei
Pupi in Catania as places for spreading culture and knowledge about Sicilian Pupi; the
museum La casa delle Marionette in Ravenna and the Museo del Burattino in Bergamo,
just to mention the most famous. In these places, stories, performances and styles are
interwoven and the focus seems to be on three core features:

e The valorization of the puppets’ theatrical performance, as most of the museums are
dedicated to marionettes and rod puppets;

e The historical and geographical dimension, as exhibitions present puppets from
various time periods and countries around the world;

e The educational value of these craftsmen traditions; quite often the exhibitions are
accompanied by ‘Create-A-Puppet” Workshops for adults and children.

The above-described puppets exhibitions miss a link with a contemporary dimen-
sion of museum’s experience. In recent years the museums’ modality of fruition has
evolved embracing the idea of dynamic experience [13—14]. Museums got interactive
by using sophisticated digital technologies and many museums today offer the possi-
bility of observing their artworks even remotely, experiencing spaces that are virtually
reconstructed. This new model aims at increasing the emotional involvement of visitors,
at arousing curiosity, and at facilitating the learning of the narrated history and contents
[14]. Dynamism and attractiveness, in this perspective, have become synonymous with
multimediality and digitalization [15-17].

2.2 Puppets’ Multimedia Archive

Since the international recognition of oral and intangible heritage as a fundamental factor
for safeguarding cultural identity UNESCO has started collecting, capturing images and
sounds and digitally archiving forms of cultural expression in virtual exhibitions with a
purely informative objective. On the UNESCO official website also pictures and short
documentary video portraying rituals and shows with puppets and mask as protagonists
are available and free to be consulted. However, puppets’ heritages archive is far from
being complete and exhaustive about all aspects, from cultural roots to manufacture
process, since these traditions are related to performances and rituals that have never
been recorded and today are known only because of ancient orally passed information.
Furthermore, taking into consideration the sensitive nature of the oral and intangible
heritage, demanded with privacy of even closed to outsider of the community, sometimes
the preservation by direct documentation could be complex and even impossible.

Due to the mentioned criticalities a new experience of the puppets’ heritage needs
to include an alternative approach. To enhance and spread puppets’ cultural, anthro-
pological, aesthetic and material features and symbolic values, a different means of
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communication can be found by constructing a multimedia archive made accessible
over the Internet and filled with audiovisual product that hybridize typical documentary
nonfictional media (live footage and photographs) and animated sequences evocatively
depicting historically verified information for which there is little archive. The fictional
component of these storage provides a new archive model that the scholar Concetta
Damiani named as narrating. She formulated the idea of designing an archive capable
of telling stories and strengthening a collective identity through narrative mechanisms
[18].

2.3 Docudramas on Puppets Traditions

The form of documentary suggested as vehicle for preserving heritages by telling sto-
ries belong to the audiovisual genre that Gary Rhodes and John Springer [19] at the
beginning of the new millennium named docudrama. They addressed that form of video
that hybridizes the traditional model of the ethnographic documentaries — that rely on
non-invented situations and actions such as the tradition of materials, manufacturing
process and folkloristic rituals —, and fictional narratives.

Docudramas are a form of documentary by nature hybrid, as they make a visual
argument by using hybrid visual media such as video, pictures, paintings or drawings
and animation, and, at the same time, that builds a narrative based on real historical
records by using information that has been passed along, interviews with subjects actually
involved, and also dramatic recreations using actors, in live action or animated, to depict
actual events [20-21]. A docudrama, therefore, is more than a collection of facts, it
conveys a narrative based on true stories to capture the audience’s interest and curiosity
and to visually experience events, characters and traditions that came to us only in
oral form. The use of drawings, illustrations and animated sequences allowed by the
hybrid nature of a docudrama, furthermore, has a pedagogic function in reaching a wider
target and in making the narrated events visually and culturally closer to the audience.
Paraphrasing Andy Glynne, the use of illustration and animation in documentary artefacts
has several advantages: it allows to capture a past for which there is no existing or not
accessible archive, to represent subjectivity, memories, thoughts and feelings, to add
another dimension to a narrative — a metaphoric one —, to protect — when necessary — the
identity of the protagonist(s). And to shift the focus onto the experiences rather than the
individual, providing a universal message [22].

3 A Didactic Experiment

3.1 Objectives

The opportunity to test the design of a multimedia narrating archive filled with hybrid
docudramas about puppets’ heritages came from a didactic experience. The new app-
roach based on the hybridization of fiction and non-fiction and the use of different
audiovisual techniques in an educational scenario, had the following objectives:

e To provide opportunity to reach knowledge about a specific transcultural and
transnational cultural tradition;
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e To experiment hybrid audiovisual forms by integrating live footage, photographs,
animation and illustration;

e To create a pilot version of a narrating moving images archive about a specific topic
and verify if the use of docudrama in Cultural Heritage context makes the fruition
experience richer and improves the interest towards the depicted events, places and
protagonist;

e To open new perspectives on future possible actions aimed at similar preserving oper-
ations. It would be possible, for instance, to expand the puppets’ heritage list and trace
back other anthropologically valuable traditions that use puppets as form of expres-
sion, means of communication, vehicle of technological and craft experimentation.
Furthermore, it could be possible to apply the same kinds of narrative approach and
multimedia tools to other forms of intangible cultural heritage;

e To tryout different codes of representation and animation techniques among the wide
range of possibilities to approach fictional component and to make the theorized
valuable hybridization as effective and operative.

In the following sections students’ journey will be described and a few case studies
analyzed to evaluate the experimental approach to the topic.

3.2 Context and Methodology

The Master of Art in Design, Multimedia and Visual Communication of Sapienza Uni-
versity of Rome in the last years has dedicated a special focus on cultural heritage
and students have been encouraged in producing communication campaign, interactive
projects, audiovisual and multimedia design artefacts on the topic. During the Multime-
dia Design class in the a.y. 2021/22 they have been challenged to engage their expertise
and skills in designing animated audiovisual artefacts to narrate the kind of intangi-
ble cultural heritage under analysis, puppets’ traditions recognized by UNESCO. The
assignment was expected to be developed by encompassing different phases and tasks:

e Research and exploration: aspects under analysis ranged from manufacturing pro-
cesses, material qualities, aesthetic features, rituals, and social impact, and the disci-
plinary approaches to address the topic ranged from technology, art and sociology.
The narration and direct involvement — through interviews — of protagonists (e.g.,
puppet makers, puppeteers, puppetry scholars) added a further opportunity to reach
knowledge, narrate and enhance the specific tradition under investigation.

e The second phase consisted in the development of the storytelling, and in the defini-
tion of the following parameters: storyline, audio-visual sequences and photographic
material to be grasped from digital archives (with mandatory copyright permission
request), scripted actors — if needed —, animated sequences and/or still illustrations.

e The third phase consisted in the production of the docudrama, by following the main
production phases: pre-production and assets definition, production, montage, editing
and post production.

3.3 Final Outputs: Description and Analysis

Students produced thirteen docudramas, each one narrating one of the thirteen puppets’
traditions recognized by UNESCO since 2008. In each of them real stories are narrated
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in fictional form and photographs and videos taken from official archives are combined
with illustrations and animated sequences. Students freely used animation technique
they were more comfortable with and that better fitted their narratives and the specific
puppets’ tradition.

Following three projects will be described. The selection has been made according
to the following parameters. The three docudramas:

e stage different animation techniques (traditional hand drawn animation, digital 2D
animation and stop motion animation);

e show different thematic approaches to the topic (nostalgia for a glorious but disap-
pearing past, puppets theatre tradition as a means for social engagement, puppets as
occasion of technological transformation);

e enhance puppets made of different materials and theatrical approaches (human
sized puppets manipulated by sticks, tridimensional material string puppets, shadow
puppets made out of flat figures).

‘Made To Move’. The docudrama ‘made to move’ (Fig. 1) narrates the story of an
old puppeteer worried about the future of Bunraku, the traditional Japanese puppet
theatre characterized by heavy human-size puppets whose manipulation requires the
job of three puppeteers. The docudrama narrates the retirement of Tamao Yoshida, a
puppeteer who has contributed to Bunraku’s current status as the world’s most highly
developed and refined form of puppet theater. The narrative starts with Yoshida Tamao at
home, bringing a box full of personal memories of Bunraku in the attic and feeling pain
and nostalgia in abandoning a piece of his life. After reviving some of these memories
connected to the manufacturing process and to the shows performed in the past (these
two moments are supported with archival materials) he finds the courage to leave his
place to the new generations. The narrative about the character carrying the box and
reviewing past memories is the trigger that connects past and future, tradition and new
generation that are depicted as enthusiast to learn a difficult and charming technique.
These sequences are produced in traditional animation using a figurative visual code.
Animated characters, objects and background are accurately detailed and the animation
is smooth with a framerate of 24 frames per seconds.

‘A Puppeteer’s Story’. It tells the story of Shadi Al-Hallaq, one of the last shadow
puppeteers of the Sirian Shadow Play tradition, a type of theatrical entertainment per-
formed with flat puppets originating from the Indonesian islands of Java and Bali, and
manipulated by the puppeteers between a bright light and a translucent screen. This
form of cultural expression today has almost completely disappeared, but during the
political fighting following the ‘Arab Spring’, it has been used as part of the protest
against the government. The social power of this tradition inspired the story of the docu-
drama, in which an animated Shadi Al-Hallaq is performing the classic play of Aragoz,
but get interrupted by the explosion of the conflict (Fig. 2). War’s contradictions and
horrors are shown though pictures and video from documentary archives. The last ani-
mated sequence show Shadi Al-Hallaq again on the abandoned set saying ‘I looked at
my puppets, and told them: “You realize you are going to see the light, the world!’.
By denouncing War and occupation as tools to annihilate a nation, students with this
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Fig. 1. Still frames from the Docudrama “Made to Move”. Authors: M. Bernava, C. Cassetti, A.
Lopizzo © V. Maselli

docudrama stated that humans are not so easily silenced, and one of the ways that peo-
ple fight this kind of oppression is culture. Animated sequences for this video have
been produced in stop motion animation. Students manufactured a plasticine tridimen-

sional puppet depicting Shadi Al-Hallaq and a semi destroyed city made of flat paper
resembling theatrical wings.

Fig. 2. Still frames from the Docudrama “A puppeteer’s story”. Authors: R. Claps, F. Elia, A.
Tabacco, M. Sun © V. Maselli
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‘The Legend of Aragoz’ This docudrama is an imaginary tale about Aragoz, a typical
wood puppet of the Egyptian hand puppetry tradition (Fig. 3). In the very beginning
of the story, he is inside a box, forgotten as the theatrical tradition he belongs to. After
someone opens the box, Aragoz wakes up and meets a child who does not know the
Egyptian hand puppetry tradition. By telling his story, Aragoz realizes that his places
don’t exist anymore and that puppetry tradition is obsolete. But the child contradicts him
as he finds Aragoz’s story interesting and entertaining, but suggests the puppet needs
a restyling to fit into the new forms of entertainment led by technology. Hence, at the
end, Aragoz ‘jumps’ into a computer and gets virtual. The narrated story kindly deals
with the issue of the slow disappearance of this art form in Egypt mostly because of the
continuous developing of the technology. But in the end rather than keep defending the
tradition as it was, students suggested a way to make this art form reborn by combining
tradition and technology. From a technical perspective, the entire tale, apart from a few
videos from the archive, is made in 2D digital animation.

Fig. 3. Still frames from the Docudrama “The legend of Aragoz”. Authors: M. Baghestani
Koozegar, E. Merrone, S. Perna, S. Sabihuddin, A. Tumenbaev © V. Maselli

4 Measuring Impacts: A Democratized Knowledge

Students managed to engage different cinematic tools to narrate ancient transcultural her-
itages, and to explore technological, anthropological, aesthetic and pedagogical aspects.
But how to evaluate the cultural, social and economic impact that this new approach
in communicating and preserving cultural heritage can produce? The described exper-
iment does not provide data for a quantitative measurement of the long-term effects of
building a digital storage of hybrid docudramas. The admitted evaluation metrics allow
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to capture, even if partially, recurrences in dramaturgical choices that bring out a need
for criticism or a search for social cohesion. Indeed, thanks to the awareness of the social
potentials of the suggested instruments, it is possible to define the innovative strategies
for the enhancement of heritage that can be communicated and shared with the public,
stakeholders and citizens [23].

The metric of evaluation worth to be considered concerns the power of the narrating
archive to reach a wider audience and democratize the knowledge of puppets’ traditions.
Although the pilot experimentation lacks of data concerning numbers of visualization
and virtual fruition, the multimedia archive combining an online easily accessible storage
with multimedia artifacts, democratized the heritage experience as increase the access
to heritage contents [24]. This possibility was creatively demonstrated by the narrative
choices that students freely decided to take in their artefacts. Harriet Purkis suggests that
by basing narratives on ‘people’s life histories is an important part of the democratization
of heritage’ [25], 434]. Scripted storylines, indeed, mostly focus on puppeteers and
engage members from the communities, who, by narrating their stories or expressing their
feelings, achieve to universalize personal emotions, social issues and fears towards an
uncertain future. Democratization of heritage, therefore, can also be considered through
the ability to engage members of the community and present a version of history which
is dictated by and reflective of personal stories of community members themselves [26].
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