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Rebelling Furniture is a book about the avant-gar-
de history of interior design, showing up different 
approaches to change the traditional design tech-
niques during the time of the 1960s until the end of 
the 1970s. 
Due to cultural and political changes designers saw 
the necessity to change the world of interior design by 
creating new types of furniture and physical environ-
ments. As they were unsatisfied with the development 
of society through different impacts, they started to 
rebel against the traditional design industry with dif-
ferent techniques. Their aim was to bring awareness 
and consciousness back to the people and wanted to 
improve their lives by changing their physical environ-
ments with their design ideas. 
Focusing especially on the radical designers in Italy 
during the time of the Anti-Design movement in the 
1960s (c.f.http://www.arthistoryarchive.com/arthistory/
antidesign/) , the Self-Production movement in the 
USA in the 1970s (Castillo, Choi, Clarke, Dubberly, 
2015, p.51) and the topic of the „Century of the Bed“ 
in the 21. Century, discussed by Beatriz Colomina (c.f. 
Colomina, 2014), All these movements were different, 
but nevertheless have always something in common: 
the ideals they were protesting against, and their 
goal to bring their designs into society and therefore 
change it.
Rebelling Furniture wants to show how interior design 
can do more than just fulfilling practical needs - it can 
change whole lifestyles. 

We live in a world today where our physical 
environment is controlling our whole lifestyle and 

behavior. Television, social media, mobile phones, 
internet and advertisements are part of our everyday 
lives. They accompany us step by step like a faithful 
little dog and influence and control us - if we recognize 
it or not. 
Bloggers show us on apps like Instagram or Facebook 
how they live their perfect life in their perfect homes. 
On pictures were they just woke up in their king size 
bed, cuddled in their blank white sheets and starting 
their day with a cappuccino, checking their mails on 
their laptop. It seems like they would never have to 
leave their bed. 
And immediately we think we also need this nice big 
bed, with this pretty little bed side table, decorated 
with a perfume candle, because it would for sure 
make our life so much better. 

But this phenomena of getting influenced by media did 
not just arise in the last few years, already the society 
of the 1960s got infected by this. 
The possibility for people to consume media through 
television changed whole lifestyles and homes.  The 
TV got the center of the living room, where everybody 
got together in the evening.
Advertisements represented the newest must-have 
objects,  claiming they would give a personal touch to 
your home. 
Through progresses in technology, new materials like 
plastic occurred, which allowed the design industry to 
produce cheap objects in masses. 
But not only furnishing objects had an impact on the 
lives of people in the 1960s. Also new progresses in 
car industry offered people the possibility to buy cheap 
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cars or motorcycles and leave town whenever they 
wanted. 
All these aspects led to vast changes in society, life-
styles and politics.
(c.f.  http://www.italiaoutdoors.com/index.php/trips-
and-tours/history-of-italy/764-history-of-italy/histo-
ry-modern/1300-history-republic-1950)

But not everybody got infected by the mass-producing 
design industry.  One example is Italy, where young 
students started protesting and rebelling against these 
ideals.  (c.f. Crowley, Pavitt, 2018, p.130f.) Design 
groups like Archizoom, Superstudio or Alchimia were 
inventing a new approach to take a stance against this 
new emerging design ideals. The 1970s was the era 
of the Anti-Design philosophy. The traditional design 
industry at this time was highly influenced by modern-
ism at this time. 
Functionality, simplicity and persistence were impor-
tant to modernist designers. They wanted to create 
objects that would fit in with the modern lifestyles and 
homes. 
(c.f.http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/
authority.20110803095416737)
Produced with high-quality materials, such as leather, 
chrome and fur, their furniture pieces got a status 
symbol. 
When you owned a chair by Le Corbusier or Mies van 
der Rohe you already had a certain status in the elitist 
Italian society.
So those radical Italian Anti-Designers were tired of 
all these ideals of modernism and design industry at 
those times in general. They took the aspects they 
misprized the most and radicalized them by taking 
them into the extreme. 
colorful and kitschy shapes dominated the first 
Anti-Design exhibition, called “Superarchittetura” by 
Archizoom and Superstudio in 1966. 
Their furniture pieces were always an ironic and radi-
cal statement against modernism. 
Famous pieces as the Superonda Sofa or the Mies 
chair by Archizoom, reacted to the grievance of socie-
ty, by provoking with different shapes and materials. 
(c.f. http://www.designlexikon.net/Designer/A/archizo-
om.html)

All these different approaches on new design 
techniques in Italy were then collectively presented at 
the “The New Domestic Landscape” Exhibition at the 
Museum of Modern Arts in New York in 1972. It was 
Italy´s chance to show the whole world what they 
would think about design industry and what their 

approach was to change something in people´s life 
with the medium of design. 
The center of the exhibition were the environments. 
Eleven different designers wanted to show how they 
could improve the life of today´s society by changing 
their physical environment. 
Multifunctional pieces, made out of new materials 
and with the possibility to rearrange and move easily 
dominated the proposals of the designers. 
A new understanding of privacy and new emerging 
lifestyle was another relevant issue. 
(c.f.https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/
pdfs/docs/press_archives/4800/releases/
MOMA_1972_0029_26.pdf)

Also the USA had to deal with changes in society. The 
mass consuming industry did stop at nothing. A lot of 
young people were unsatisfied with this kind of living 
and many teenagers moved out from their parents 
homes to more rural areas. They started to form new 
communes with a new understanding of living. It was 
the beginning of the counterculture movement.
A back-to-the land spirit, being aware of your physical 
environment and a sustainable lifestyle were important 
aspects of their ideals. 
To support the idea of these new living philosophy the 
American writer Stewart Brand published his “Whole 
Earth Catalog” in 1968. 
As the beginning of the Do-It-Yourself movement he 
collected articles, reviews and constructions in his 
magazine to help the counterculture society to live a 
better and easier life. 
(c.f. http://www.wholeearth.com/histo-
ry-whole-earth-culture.php)

The idea behind this whole movement was to bring 
back the consciousness of their environment to 
people, living a life with low impact on the ground and 
helping each other, by exchanging skills and knowl-
edge. Through this a new way of education emerged, 
leaving the traditional role as a teacher as the only 
distributer of knowledge behind. New networks started 
to appear in which different skills, techniques and 
know-how were exchanged and shared. 
(Castillo, Choi, Clarke, Dubberly, 2015, p.50ff.)

Inspired by this new movement, designers started to 
write books, including instructions how to build your 
own furniture pieces or even whole micro environ-
ments at home by your own hands. 
Those so-called meta manuals gave explicit step-
by-step instructions, starting by which material you 
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have to buy to how to use your new object in different 
multifunctional ways. 
Books as “Nomadic Furniture” by Victor Papanek and 
James Hennessey or “How to build your own living 
structure” by Ken Isaacs supported the nomadic life-
style the counterculture society was living. 
Multifunctional furnishing objects, made out of cheap 
materials and assembled easily, satisfied different 
purposes on small space and with small impact on 
their physical environment. 
(Castillo, Choi, Clarke, Dubberly, 2015, p.50ff.)

Not only in the USA but also in Europe the Do-It-Your-
self movement emerged.  Italian designer Enzo Mari 
wrote his book “Proposta per un´autoprogettazione” 
in 1974, in which he guided the reader through 19 dif-
ferent do-it-yourself instructions on how to build your 
own furniture pieces. 
(c.f. https://www.cucula.org/enzo-mari/)

For all the Do-It-Yourself designers at the end not the 
object itself was important, but the process of building 
it. People should learn how the single steps of assem-
bling an object works, so that they then could improve 
their skills and start to change some details or even 
start to design and build their own objects. 
(c.f. http://socks-studio.com/2016/04/18/critical-under-
standing-through-practice-autoprogettazione-by-en-
zo-mari-1974/)

Also the Swedish company IKEA took these concept 
of creating an object on your own to sell their furniture 
pieces. All elements of the object of your choice are 
delivered with detailed instructions on how to assem-
ble it and until today it is always a real experience to 
go to IKEA, choose your new wardrobe and start to 
assemble it with your friends or family. 
Another marketing strategy of IKEA is to represent 
their furniture pieces like they were individual. In all 
their advertisements the consumer gets the feeling, 
with IKEA products he is able to create his own indi-
vidual home, that is different from everyone else. But 
in fact everyone goes to IKEA and everyone buys the 
same beds, chairs and wardrobes. 
(c.f. https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/IKEA)

So we are at a point were we start again buying ob-
jects, designed by a mass-producing industry and 
influenced by media and advertisements. We are 
again at the beginning of our story, starting the same 
cycle again. 

People, as architect Andrés Jaque, then took those 
objects that got caught by the mainstream and made 
them individual again by hacking them in the project 
IKEA Disobedience. 
(c.f. https://archivingthecity.com/2013/07/17/
we-are-ikea-disobedients/)

But do we ever come out of this cycle of getting influ-
enced, rebelling against it and then again floating into 
the mainstream bubble of society?

Another example of how interior design in combination 
with media influenced a certain group of society was 
Hugh Hefner.
He was the first man who showed that it is possible 
to make the bed the center of your life, by working, 
eating, communicating, sleeping and having sex in it. 
Conveying this famous picture of him, working in 
his round king size bed, through media he showed 
hundreds of young men how a “real” bachelor should 
live like. 
In his playboy magazines he communicated a picture 
of how an apartment of a young American guy should 
look like. The focus was always on the bed, as it was 
the most important place of his life. Additional furniture 
was just for practical needs, just as a small bar and a 
bathroom.
It was the emancipation of the men, as until now 
just women kept hold of furnishing and decorating 
the home. With Hugh Hefner suddenly a generation 
of young men came up, which were “allowed” to be 
interested in interior design.
(c.f. Colomina, Rumpfhuber, Rhus, 2014, p. 11f)

But dealing with the bed as an important object of 
everyday did not just start with Hugh Hefner.
Already in the Anti-Design era Archizoom and Super-
studio occupied themselves with designing new kinds 
of beds. Archizoom´s Dream Bed series invited people 
to get in, dream of a new colorful world and never 
leave bed again.
 (c.f. https://divisare.com/projects/313783-archizo-
om-associati-the-four-beds)
Superstudio took their bed design with their Misura 
series to a new level by taking them outside into 
nature. The most private place at home got suddenly 
public and visible for everybody.
(c.f. http://www.domusweb.it/en/from-the-ar-
chive/2011/07/21/-superstudio-misura-series.html)

Not only the shape and surrounding changed, also the 
function did not stay the same over the years. Already 
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Superstudio started to have designs where the user 
could play around and rearrange the single pieces, 
and the do-it-yourself movement then took this even 
further. 
(c.f. http://www.domusweb.it/en/from-the-ar-
chive/2011/07/21/-superstudio-misura-series.html)

Designs like the “Sleeping Loft” by Ken Isaacs (c.f. 
Isaacs, 1974, p.25) or the “Relaxation Cube” by Victor 
Papanek and James Hennessey provided different 
functions, such as working, storing and resting in one 
whole structure. 
(c.f. Hennessey, Papanek, 1973, p. 80)

Beatriz Colomina argues in the exhibition “The Centu-
ry of the Bed” about this emerging phenomena. 
The bed today is not a private place anymore. 
(c.f. Colomina, Rumpfhuber, Rhus, 2014, p. 11f)
When we wake up we check the latest pictures on Ins-
tagram’s, look if there is something new on Facebook 
and answer some WhatsApp messages, always afraid 
we could “miss” something if we don´t. 

We take our whole life into our bed.

As it was previously a place to rest, calm down and 
just be on our own, suddenly we blur this line between 
work, social life and privacy. 
Also the private act of sleeping gets taken out into the 
public, as it is in japan welcome to take a nap between 
a meeting. And also if you work in big companies, 
such as Google, the company provides napping shells 
were the employees can take a timeout and nap for a 
while.

All these changes make it hard to draw a limit be-
tween working and private life, but also make it hard 
to find a place where we can really be on our own and 
have time for ourselves.

Are we again at the beginning of our story? Do we 
have again to go back to nature and sleep under the 
stars, just covered by a blanket to really find our own 
private place in this world?
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First of all we want to define a timeframe for our 
research reaching from the late 60´s with the 
beginning of the Anti Design Movement in 1966 up 
until the early 1970’s with the split up of Archizoom in 
1974.

The question asked in our book is how had the 
avant- garde and its most imported groups of the 
timeframe mentioned above influenced the housing 
culture at that specific time? In order to answer this 
specific question first of all the social, cultural and 
political background at that time as to be defined and 
explained.

In the swinging sixties, a new post war generation 
enjoyed new freedoms and a brighter future.
It was felt that most parts of Europe should by now 
have left poverty behind and there was a genuine 
political determination to ensure that all enjoyed a 
good quality of life.
But the reality of the time was very different for many 
people who still living in poverty and shockingly bad 
living conditions.
In the aftermath of the war, the crisis amounted to 
a housing shortage caused by wartime destruction 
and social stagnation, demographic growth and a 
considerable rural exodus all over Europe. The 1960s 
solution to the housing problem was the large-scale 
construction of residential tower blocks to reduce the 
amount of homeless people and families still living in 
after-war part time houses.
The majority of houses from this period were very 
functional in their design. Electrical and gas central 

heating systems were increasingly adopted as the 
norm and replaces chimneys omitted from the design. 
Internally, the lounge was still the main place for 
relaxing and entertaining, and a centre for family 
activity; how- ever, designs increasingly looked at 
open floorplan configurations. (c.f. https://en.wikipe-
dia.org/wiki/Italian_economic_miracle)

Looking a little bit closer to Italy, where most of the 
Anti Design Movement took place or at least had its 
origin. Between the end of the Second World War 
and the late 1960’s Italys economy was marked by a 
period of strong economic growth, described by econ-
omists as the Italian Economic Miracle. Italy turend 
form a poor and rural nation to a global industrial 
power which caused momenous changes in the Italien 
society and culture. 
A massive magration took place and a lot of people 
moved from the rural South to the industrial cities of 
the North. Emigration was especially directed to the 
factories of the so-called “industrial triangle”, the 
region placed between the major manufacturing 
centers of Milan and Turin and the seaport of Genoa.
So this Italian society, largely rural and excluded from 
the benefits of modern economy during the first half 
of the century, was suddenly flooded with a huge 
variety of cheap consumer goods, such as automo-
biles, televisions and washing machines. Which led 
to a trend accompanied by significant improvements 
in consumption patterns and living conditions. (c.f.  
http://www.italiaoutdoors.com/index.php/trips-and-
tours/history-of-italy/764-history-of-italy/history-mod-
ern/1300-history-republic-1950)

HOW IT ALL BEGAN
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15 Economic Miracle in Italy I 1960s [2]
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The world after the war was changing extremely fast 
and new technologies, mainly from the Second World 
War military research, began to make their impact on 
mass production. Cybernetics, systems theory and 
intelligent computers blurred the boundary between 
machine and human, forcing people to rethink the 
nature of human intelligence and understanding.
(c.f. Crowley, Pavitt, 2018, p.50f.)

Among many other inventions of that are, glass fiber 
reinforced plastics had been developed in the United 
States by Monsanto, a company specializing in chem-
ical products. Before used in furniture and interior 
production its thin hubs were produced to protect the 
radar equipment on American military aircraft. 
Great effort was invested in imagining applications for 
the material, resulting in the 1953 Chevrolet Corvette 
made entirely out of Monsanto fiberglass and de-
signed by Harley Ears, chief car designer of that era.
The plastic chair, like the plastic car or house, was 
the regular focus of design and material innovation 
in the East and West. In the USA Charles and Ray 
Eames had been the first to exploit the esthetic effects 
of fiberglass, leaving glass rope fibers clearly visible 

through the polished sheen of the moulded furniture 
that they were designing.
In the 1960’s the use of polyurethane led to many 
innovations in furniture design.
Also in the 1960’s, advances in plastics rigidity and 
permanence in furniture, with mass produced, inflat-
able and potentially disposable furniture such as the 
Blow Chair by De Pas, d’ Urbino, Lomazzi and Scolari 
of 1969. (c.f. http://www.innovationgateway.org/con-
tent/fiberglass-story-0

The history of plastics after the Second World War 
conform to a general idea in the history of technology, 
that the need of war accelerate developments which 
are the, often slowly, found peacetime applications. 
Italy after the war : The Marshall Plan and its connec-
tion to the United States like Germany, Italy faced the 
daunting task of rebuilding a defeated nation. Industry 
seems crippled, housing stocks and the transportation 
infrastructure were shattered, unemployment was rife 
and inflations rampant. 
Massive internal economic migration of workers form 
the south to the industrial north in the immediate after-
math of the war added to the urgent housing crisis.

Fibre Glass Chair by Charles and Ray Eames I 1950 [3]



17 Chevrolet Corvette I 1953 [4]
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19 Blow Chair by Pas, d´Urbino, Lomazzi and Scolari I 1969 [5]
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Crucial to the revival of Italy after 1945 was the 
American view that the country would form a front line 
in the fight against Communism in Europe. Concern 
about the poor state of housing in Italy was amplified 
by public discussions of the cave dwellings known 
as I Sassi in Matera, Southern Italy. Houses without 
sanitation, these peasant homes were described 
across the political divide as the shame of Italy. These 
houses where made the case of a Marshall Plan film, 
showing how the Italian government, with Marshall 
funds, build a new community for these inhabitants.
Designers at that time worked with the limited means 
at their disposal, attempting to emulate the mass 
production methods and material available to US de-
signers, which they were familiar with through different 
magazines. (c.f. Crowley, Pavitt, 2018, p.115f.)

These social and technological concerns had given a 
seriousness of purpose to the revived 8th Triennale 
in 1947. Devoted to the theme of mass housing, it 
featured the experimental housing quarters QT8.
From the beginning design developments in Italy were 
widely publicized in the USA as evidence of the suc-
cesses of the Marshall Plan. Italys goods make a rap-

id and sustained impact on US consumers in the wake 
of the Marshall Plan. US department stores made a 
feature special Italian promotions in early 1950’s. In 
terms of industrial design the company Olivetti has 
been effectively canonized by the MoMA in 1952 in 
an exhibition which showed not only Olivettis elegant 
streamlined products, but also graphics, architecture 
and shop interiors.
So the fragile state of Italy in the 1945 -7 was grad-
ually replaced, during the 1950’s, by a democratic 
and consumerist society. (c.f. Crowley, Pavitt, 2008, 
p.115f.)

Il QT8 I 1962 [6]



21 Olivetti factory I 1964 [7]
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In an article published in the Domus magazine in 
October 1944 Bruno Munari deals with the search 
of finding the right and comfortable form of interior 
design. He points out the fact of the concerns interior 
designer share in making new furniture or even 
inventing new forms for tables, chairs, hangers or 
armchairs. In the further article he focuses on the 
armchair as a general example. He asks the reader 
the critical question to think about the armchairs they 
know and they already set in and rethink that if it istn 
much more comfortable to sit in a simple, cheap and 
ordinary armchair rather then a new inventive one. Yet 
the bourgeoisie does not want one of these cheap and 
comfortable ones in their homes because they 
consider it vulgar - unless it is in silver metal and 
covered in snakeskin. (c.f. http://www.domusweb.it/
en/from-the-archive/2012/03/31/searching-for-com-
fort-in-an-uncomfortable-chair.html)

Munari questions the understanding that we could go 
on for a thousand years (and perhaps more) invent-
ing different furnishings, following all the trends in 
all the countries, the materials that the industry puts 
on the market at any time, stylistic tendencies, etc., 
all to suit the taste of the good middle-class citizen 
who does not want to have a chair in his house that 
is the same one that his colleague has in his office. 
For the sake of individuality the true function of the 
chair gets completely lost and above all the comfort is 
gone. (c.f. http://www.domusweb.it/en/from-the-archi-
ve/2012/03/31/searching-for-comfort-in-an-uncomfor-
table-chair.html)

Munari points out the fact that in his view it is much 
wiser to perfect the furniture objects that had been 
recognized throughout the ages as the simplest 
and the most comfortable one rather than getting a 
headache every time a designer needs to create a 
rare never before seen original piece. (c.f. http://www.
domusweb.it/en/from-the-archive/2012/03/31/sear-
ching-for-comfort-in-an-uncomfortable-chair.html)

The goal is to perfect each and every piece of 
furniture and not craft thousands of variations and 
furthermore refine them in all senses, and not follow 
fashion trends, but make them to last a lifetime. In 
that scenario designers would work for humanity and 
not for creativity only.(c.f. http://www.domusweb.it/
en/from-the-archive/2012/03/31/searching-for-com-
fort-in-an-uncomfortable-chair.html)

„I seem to understand that interior design does not 
mean inventing a new form of a certain piece of 
furniture, but rather putting a common piece of 
furniture, a vulgar lounge chair, in the right place“ 
(Bruno Munari, Searching for comfort in an 
uncomfortable chair, Originally published in Domus 
202 / October 1944) (c.f. http://www.domusweb.it/
en/from-the-archive/2012/03/31/searching-for-com-
fort-in-an-uncomfortable-chair.html)



23Bruno Munari I Searching for comfort in an uncomfortable chair I 1944[8]
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„design does not mean inventing a new form of furniture, 
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but  putting a common piece in the right place...“
       (Bruno Munari in Searching for comfort in an uncomfortable chair, Domus,1944)

  (http://www.domusweb.it/en/from-the-archive/2012/03/31/searching-for-comfort-in-an-uncomfortable-chair.html)



26 Superonda Sofa by Archizoom I 1966 [9]
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CRITICISING MODERNISM

The 20th-century design was greatly dominated by 
the modernist philosophy and ideas. That was up 
until a new approach to design took a stance against 
everything modernism stood for – it was the so-called 
Anti-design movement that emerged in Italy during the 
1960s. In terms of architecture, it is often referred as 
the Radical Design period.(c.f.http://www.arthistoryar-
chive.com/arthistory/antidesign/)

As a loose collection of ideas that emerged in the 
early 20th century, Modernism responded to sweeping 
changes in technology and society. It managed to strip 
down decorative elements and focus on the design of 
the object in order to save time, money, material and 
labor. Capturing timeless beauty in spare precision, 
modernist designers believed that the form should 
follow function. Thus, the great emphasis was placed 
on the style and the aesthetics of good form.
Aiming for functionality, simplicity and a more reduced 
color palette, modernists wanted to make objects that 
would fit in with the modern lifestyle and be useful, but 
unobtrusive. All of these principles were turned upside 
down when Anti-design took the stage. (c.f.http://www.
arthistoryarchive.com/arthistory/antidesign/)

The Anti-design movement emerged as a criticism of 
consumer culture and the comment on the excesses 
of Italian design and the continuous drive for novelty. 
The proponents of this new tendency were dissatisfied 
with the widespread diminution of the social relevance 
of design at the expense of capitalist enterprise. The 

group rejected the formalist values of the neo-mod-
ern design in Italy aiming to renew the cultural and 
political role of design. As Italian design had always 
been characterized by philosophical, political and 
socially critical consciousness and cultural awareness, 
this new approach advocated a fresh new look at the 
design process, while having the awareness of the 
political conditions in the consumerist society. They 
protested against fetishes of consumption and objects, 
but also against the established principles of design.
Reacting against the emphasis that was placed on 
the style and the aesthetics of form, which many 
avant-garde designers described as the impoverished 
language of Modernism, Anti-design embraced vari-
ous exaggerated and expressive qualities to under-
mine the purely functional value of an object. 
As conventional Italian design of the period was seen 
as the pinnacle of good taste and elegance, they 
wished to question these concepts of taste and ‘good 
design’. Instead of the integrity of material properties, 
they embraced ornamentation and decoration. 
Arguing that the Modernist idea of ‘the perfect form’ 
that follows a function cannot be reached, their 
designs were characterized by kitsch, irony and the 
distortion of scale. The function of their works was to 
subvert the way you thought about the object. These 
pieces were meant to stand out for their bizarrity and 
to be looked at and enjoyed. (c.f.http://www.arthistor-
yarchive.com/arthistory/antidesign/)
While Modernism perceived objects as durable and 
permanent pieces of art, they rebelled against this by 
making objects that should be temporary and easily 
discarded over something new and more functional as 

LET´S DO IT THE 
OTHER WAY AROUND!
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trends move. Seemingly, this would mean more 
consumerism, but Anti-designers wanted to make 
people think about the object they were buying.

Ettore Sottsass wrote: 
“I don’t understand why enduring design is better 
than disappearing design...” 
(Ettore Sottsass,Triennale Design Exhibition,1966)

It wasn’t until the 1966 and the Ettore Sottsass 
exhibition in Milan that this rebellion against modernist 
design became a coherent movement.(c.f.http://www.
arthistoryarchive.com/arthistory/antidesign/)
Ettore Sottsass Jr. therefore was a key leader of the 
Anti-Design movement once it took off and grew in 
popularity, as were the Design group Archigram, Archi-
zoom and Superstudio.They were all expressing their 
ideas by producing furniture prototypes, exhibition 
pieces, and publication of manifestos full of ideas that 
still are considered as highly revolutionary.
Their design characteristics later become the hall-
marks of Postmodern design and hardly influence 
groups such as Memphis or Studio Alchimia. 
The excitement about Anti-Design and the Memphis 

Group and so on soon flamed out, as the world got 
tired of the movement’s tackier tendencies. Still, their 
aesthetic has influenced a generations of designers 
until today.
(c.f.http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/
authority.20110803095416737)

„Exhibitions are like castles made out of paper, it 
takes very little to make them
collapse“ 
(Giancarlo de Carlo, in L’Unita, June 1986)

On the day of the inauguration, 30 May 1968, the 
entire exhibition was occupied by a group determined 
to interrupted the opening. In the heat of the events 
of 1986 following riots in Paris and demonstrations all 
over Italy in the early spring, the Triennale, the pre-
mier design Event in Europe, was brought to a sudden 
halt by the actions of protestors.
Seeing it from de Carlos point of view he saw a wider 
context of the riots mainly against the academic and 
institutional system, characteristic of the Italien cultural 
scene at the end of the 1960’s. Furthermore its import-
ed to know that the first wave of the occupants was 

Occupation of the 14th Triennale I 1968 [10]
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composed by angry painters and sculptors excluded 
from the exhibition.
From the outside the 1986 Triennale had been 
conceived as a form of social and cultural critique. De 
Carlo and the curators of the exhibition invited a range 
of designers, chosen form their ability to design not 
so much an object but rather an environment itself. 
Above many more the Austrian Hans Hollein was 
invited and for sure the Italien group Archizoom. Being 
a member of the Team 10, de Carlo was also in touch 
with a wider range of architectural writers and urban 
theorists from Europe and the USA, who he also invit-
ed to exhibit at the Triennale.(c.f. David Crowley, Jane 
Pavitt, 2018, p.130f.)
The agenda of the 1986 Triennale marked an exten-
sion of the former Triennales ambitions. 
Since its move from Monza to Milan in 1933, the 
Triennale had been an important showcase for new 
trends in the decorative and industrial arts scene.
After the war the exhibition was used as a platform to 
experiment and explore social and cultural proposi-
tions for architecture and design in general. However 
between 1965 and 1968 a group, led by de Carlo, 
was aiming through the platform of the Triennale to 

involve and inform a much wider public audience of 
the changes and transformations of the age.
The 1968 Triennale was on one hand a showoff of the 
optimism of the economic boom and the rise of the 
consumer society and on the other hand a representa-
tion of the individual completely lost in a system of 
spreading globalism.
This new Triennale mainly intended to chance their 
image form a commercial display of luxury goods to 
a thematic show that was able to engage with the 
contemporary cultural debate.
In order to recapture the attention of the wider public 
the exhibition layout underwent substantial modifica-
tion. It was no longer divided into the three categories 
architecture, art and production but more and more 
brought together to a thematic arrangement. Trough 
this chances participants of the different disciplines 
should be brought together in a more efficient way and 
unite.(c.f. David Crowley, Jane Pavitt, 2018, p.130f.)
Participants were invited to show research projects 
that reflected the modern city and its transformation, 
population growth or the mass society and the behav-
ior of social groups.
The demonstration against the Triennale began on the 
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30th of May. Among the protestors where students, 
critics, intellectuals, artists and more. Main intend of 
the demonstration was to occupy the Pallazo del Arte 
and keep the exhibition form showing to the public. 
The occupation on the Triennale soon began to take 
on the character of a political act.
De Carlo showed form the beginning an openness 
to the demonstrators concerns, which led to a never 
seen perplexity of the relationship between those who 
had designed the exhibition and those who protested 
against it.(c.f. Crowley, Pavitt, 2018, p.130f.)
The revolt against the Milan Triennale, like that 
against the Venice Biennale in the same year, threw 
up a challenge whereby the visual arts were extremely 
confronted not only by modern society but also by the 
dilemma of their own existence in an age where the 
new media has taken over many of the functions of art 
and architecture. The protestors argued that modern 
society had reduced the status of art and architecture 
to that of commercial goods. So they protested for a
more active and more critical engagement with the 
arts by the audience. (c.f. Crowley, Pavitt, 2018, 
p.130f.)

RADICALISING FURNITURE

It was in 1966 in Florenz when the architects and 
designers Andrea Branzi, Gilberto Corretti, Paolo 
Deganello, Massimo Morozzi and later on Dario 
and Lucia Bortoloni founded the group Archizoom 
Associati. Although they already split up eight years 
later in 1974, their work and ideas, mostly inspired by 
the british group Archigram and their utopian ideas, 
were one of the most influential regarding anti-design. 
Already in December 1966 they had together with the 
group Superstudio an international breakthrough with 
their first exhibition called „Superarchittetura“, where 
they showed interior designs in colourful and kitschy 
shapes. (c.f. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archizo-
om_Associati)

The manifesto of Superarchittetura claimed: 
“Superarchitettura is the architecture of super-
production, superconsumption, superinduction to 
consume, the supermarket, the superman, super 
gas”. (Archizoom, Superstudio, 1966)
(Archizoom and Superstudio, 1966, p.1)

Archizoom Associati I 1968 [12]
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With their works they wanted to overcome an era of 
consistent and constant art and design visions and 
herald the era of avant-garde and new practices. They 
combined the inventiveness of Pop Art and the 
dynamic of mass production and radicalised it by 
taking these two aspects into the extreme.
Ironic and provocative furniture pieces like the „Super-
onda“ sofa, „Dream Beds“ or the „Mies-Chair“ should 
question the traditional status symbols and fetish 
character of interior and architectural products and 
attempted to interrupt any good taste in the middle 
class homes. It was a work against mass consump-
tion, clothing and functionalism. 
(c.f. http://www.designlexikon.net/Designer/A/archizo-
om.html)

Probably two of their most provocative designs 
were the Mies and the Safari Chair. They were and 
ironic response to the interior desings of the famous 
architects Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe. As 
for Le Corbusier a house was a machine for living, the 
furniture he designed was also more functional, rather 
than decorative or comfortable. The Safari Chair was 
a critical reaction on Le Corbusier ś intention to clean 

up living rooms and lives. It consists of four equal el-
ements, which can be again used together in different 
ways or separately. There are some special elements, 
which have an opening in the corner where the
especially for the Safari Chair designed Sanremo 
Lamp can be placed. 
(c.f. https://architizer.com/blog/archizoom-retrospec-
tive/)
The Mies Chair plays on the elegant and minimalist 
designs of Mies van der Rohe. The steel frame with its 
mirroring surface perfectly surrounds the rubber seat, 
but the user is not even sure if he can really sit on it 
and place his feet on the cowhide pillow (again a play 
on the famous architect).
(c.f. http://www.centrostudipoltronova.it/portfolio_post/
mies-3/)

Another ironic piece was the Sanremo Lamp, express-
ing the aim of Radical Design whose formal character-
istics were derived from, or motivated by, the semantic 
manipulation of established sociocultural meanings. 
Though attributed to the Archizoom group, this lamp 
comes from the body of work by Dario Bartolini. He 
designed it as an engagement present, and gave 

Safari Chair with Sanremo Lamp by Archizoom I 1966 [15]
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it to his future bride at an engagement party in the 
romantic beachside setting of Roccamare in southern 
Tuscany. (c.f. http://www.centrostudipoltronova.it/
portfolio_post/sanremo-3/)

Bartolini recalls 
“Since we were supposed to be practising archi-
tects, many people couldn’t grasp
what we were up to. In reality many of our objects 
were created for reasons other than that of ar-
chitecture: an engagement party, a wedding. Any 
opportunity was good enough to materialize our 
vision of the world.” (Bartolini, 1968)
(http://www.centrostudipoltronova.it/portfolio_post/
sanremo-3/)

This luminous palm was originally supplied with an 
electronic device that reproduces the singing of the 
cricket, a detail that was lost in the process of produc-
tion.(http://www.centrostudipoltronova.it/portfolio_post/
sanremo-3/)

Their Superonda Sofa was the first sofa without a 
conventional frame. It consists of two polyurethane 

wavelike pieces with a synthetic cover. The two pieces 
can be combined or used separately. The first card-
board coloured prototype was shown at the “Superar-
chittetura” exhibition in Pistoia in 1966. 
(c.f. http://www.centrostudipoltronova.it/portfolio_post/
superonda-3/)

Corretti explains: 
“The two pieces of the prototype of Superonda 
were on the factory floor. But how could we fix 
them together? We tried Velcro, buckles and 
strings, steel
bayonets sunk into the foam. In the end this 
torment had to stop; we simply set the two pieces 
free”. (Corretti, 1967)
(http://www.centrostudipoltronova.it/portfolio_post/
superonda-3/)

The undulating surface was designed in the name 
of a freer living and should provoke the middle class 
restraints. Like all furniture pieces of Archizoom, the 
Superonda Sofa should encourage the user to be 
creative and use its imagination.

Mies Chair by Archizoom I 1969 [16]
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(c.f. http://www.centrostudipoltronova.it/portfolio_post/
superonda-3/)

The materials Archizoom uses for their designs, like 
the fake fur for the Safari Chair, the rubber material 
for the Mies Chair or the fake mother-of-pearl coating 
for their dream beds should be a provoking impulse to 
think about the expensive materials designers normal-
ly use for their works.
(c.f. https://architizer.com/blog/archizoom-retrospec-
tive/)

The same enemy as Archizoom but another approach 
to it had the design studio SUPERSTUDIO. Founded 
in Florence by the two radicals - Adolfo Natalini and 
Cristiano Toraldo di Francia- in 1966, SUPERSTUDIO 
was at the heart of the architectural and design avant 
garde until its dissolution in the late 1970s. Later they 
were joined by Alessandro and Roberto Magris and 
Piero Frassinelli.
(c.f. http://www.domusweb.it/en/from-the-ar-
chive/2011/07/21/-superstudio-misura-series.html)

Through photo-collages, films and exhibitions, it 

critiqued the modernist doctrines that had dominated 
20th century design thinking.
Ever since it first surfaced in 1966 at the Superar-
chittetura exhibition, Superstudio had been among the 
most vociferous of the radical design groups which 
were challenging the modernist orthodoxies that had 
dominated architectural thinking for decades.
Yet the central theme of Superstudio’s agenda over 
the next 12 years would be its disillusionment with 
the modernist ideals that had dominated architectur-
al and design thinking since the early 1900s. Once 
fresh and dynamic, by the late 1960s, modernism had 
hit intellectual stasis. Rather than blithely regarding 
architecture as a benevolent force, the members of 
Superstudio blamed it
for having aggravated the world’s social and environ-
mental problems. Equally pessimistic about politics, 
the group developed visionary scenarios in the form of 
photo-montages, sketches, collages and storyboards 
of a new ‘Anti-Design’ culture in which everyone is 
given a sparse, but functional space to live in free 
from superfluous objects.
(c.f. http://www.domusweb.it/en/from-the-ar-
chive/2011/07/21/-superstudio-misura-series.html)

Superstudio I 1968 [18]
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In 1970, Superstudio then revived the grid – its “neu-
tral surface” – in a collection of furniture manufactured 
by the Italian company Zanotta. Designed in stark, 
geometric forms and covered in the ABET plastic 
laminate traditionally associated with cheap cafés 
and 1950s coffee bars, its Quaderna tables, benches 
and seats were a wry, but functional commentary on 
political disillusionment.
First referred to as Le tombe degli architetti, Super-
studio’s designs for the Istogrammi and subsequent 
Misura furniture series were conceived as counter-
measures geared to undermine the market’s unending 
demands for new consumer products. The earliest 
Istogrammi came in a number of shapes and varieties 
that together constituted a comprehensive set of 
household
solutions for everyday living. 
The Istogrammi formed an assembly of stacked and 
gridded blocks, combining pure geometrical forms, 
towers, pyramid tops and other primary architectural 
shapes into an open number of possible configu-
rations. These gridded blocks were what inspired 
Edoardo Boncinelli to suggest the name Istogrammi. 

Typically, histograms are geometrical representations 
of data, commonly used to track and display sound 
activity on audio equipment. In a sense, Superstudio’s 
Istogrammi perform a similar kind of action, respond-
ing to the individual user’s
needs through fluctuations in its various geometrical 
shapes.
(c.f. https://www.pamono.at/designers/superstudio)

Both, Archizoom and Superstudio, start showing their 
furniture pieces on photographs made in a natural 
environment. The connection between nature and 
human and the back-to-the land experience is getting 
always more important. Through this everyday life 
takes part in a more public area, and the understand-
ing of privacy gets a new meaning, which then also in 
the “New Domestic Landscape” Exhibition in 1972 at 
the Moma in New York gets even more important and 
intensified. 
By taking the objects outside the house, making them 
easily movable from one place to another, both groups 
support the idea of a nomadic lifestyle. In their future 
visions for new physical environments they also im-
agine a society which is always able and free to move.

Chairs by Studio Alchimia I 1983 [21]
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After Archizooms split up in 1974 their ideas and phi-
losophy were continued by the group Studio Alchimia, 
founded by the architect Alessandro Guerriero in the 
1960s.
The idea was to establish a gallery and laboratory for 
experimental designers who want to work independ-
ent from the mass producing design industry, but fast 
they evolved to an highly influential design studio. 
Members were amongst others Ettore Sottsass, Ales-
sandro Mendini, Andrea Branzi or Paola Navone. 
The name of the Studio derived from the medieval 
alchemists, who tried to
transform base metal into precious metal. Therefore 
the Studio used cheap materials for their designs such 
as pressboard, laminate or ply wood.
Aim of the design Studio was to make a contrast to 
the unemotional, functional mass production without 
any individual aspect. Therefore they tried to create 
playful, sensual uniques, without wondering if it is 
even able to use.
In the 1980s an important part of the Studio was the 
Re-Design. They took typical famous objects, such 
as Marcel Breuers Wassily chair, and decorated them 
with new materials, or they took banal objects from 

everyday life such as flat irons or cheap department 
store lamps and re-designed them with new materials 
and surfaces.
Similar to Archizooms approach, Studio Alchimia also 
tried to turn the objects they were criticizing into a new 
context, re-designed them and therefore they got a 
totally different meaning.
(c.f. https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Studio_Alchimia)

CREATING ENVIRONMENTS

Environment and Architecture are working in a 
symbioses at any given time. 
Hans Hollein claimes in his manisefto ‚Alles ist 
Architektur‘ that today the environment as a whole 
is the goal of our activities—and all the media of its 
determination: TV or artificial climate, transportation 
or clothing, telecommunication or shelter. Man creates 
artificial conditions. This is Architecture. Physically 
and psychically man repeats, transforms, expands 
his physical and psychical sphere. He determines 
environment in its widest sense.
Also Reyner Banham considers environmental 

No - Stop City by Archizoom I 1968 [25]
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concerns as an integral part of architecture. He 
systematically explored the impact of environmental 
engineering on the design of buildings and on the 
minds of architects. In this revision of his classic work, 
Banham has added considerable new material on the 
use of energy, particularly solar energy, in human en-
vironments. (c.f. http://socks-studio.com/2013/08/13/
hans-holleins-alles-ist-architektur-1968/)
 

Also Archizoom tried to create new living environ-
ments for society, besides designing ironic furniture 
pieces
One of the most radical and enigmatic visions of a 
future city was their concept of the No-Stop City. The 
idea features endless spaces without boundaries, the 
whole city artificially lit and airconditioned. Drawings 
show endless grids, partially divided with walls and 
sometimes interrupted with mountains, stones or 
branches, small things out of nature, brought into this 
highly artificial life.
The citizens live here as campers and have multifunc-
tional furniture and clothing available. Other drawings 
show endless grids of bedrooms, maybe furnished 

with „Dream Beds“ and „Safari Chairs“. The No-stop 
City is an instrument of emancipation. 
(c.f. https://architizer.com/blog/archizoom-retrospec-
tive/)

Branzi explains: 
“The idea of an inexpressive, catatonic architec-
ture, outcome of the expansive forms of logic of 
the system and its class antagonists, was the only 
form of modern architecture of interest to us... A 
society freed from its own alienation, emancipated 
from the rhetorical forms of humanitarian social-
ism and rhetorical progressivism: an architecture 
which took a fearless look at the logic of grey, 
atheistic and dedramatized industrialism, where 
mass production produced infinite urban decors.”
(https://architizer.com/blog/archizoom-retrospective/)

Also Superstudio dealed with the world as an utopian 
vision. In 1972 they created several collages where 
they show the connection between human and nature. 
People live on a never ending grid - each part of the 
grid equally - and sometimes the grid is colliding with 
parts of nature, such as a lake or a mountain. These 

Supersurface by Superstudio I 1972 [26]
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idyllic atmosphere gets then interrupted by consumer 
goods from everyday life such as furnishing ob-
jects, clothes or food. It is again a critic on the mass 
consuming industry and also shows the new under-
standing of privacy as the people on the collages were 
often shown naked.
A lot of these collages were then shown in a film 
called “Supersurface – An alternative model for life on 
the earth”
(c.f. http://www.bagtazocollection.com/blog/2016/1/20/
theory-study-italian-conceptual-architecture-superstu-
dio-utopia)

In 1972 Italy then had the chance to present the world 
their thoughts and ideas about design future visions 
of living -

„THE NEW DOMESTIC LANDSCAPE, one of the 
most ambitious design exhibitions ever undertak-
en by The Museum of Modern Art, will be on view 
in the galleries and garden from May 26 through 
September 11.“
(https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/
pdfs/docs/press_archives/4800/releases/

MOMA_1972_0029_26.pdf)
With this words MOMA introduced and promoted the 
italian design exhibition in 1972, directed and installed 
by Emilio Ambasz. 180 objects for household use and 
11 environments comissioned by the museum should 
represent the current design philosophy in Italy. 
According to Emilio Ambasz Italy had a leading role 
in the design area at those times and showed up con-
cerns, difficulties and critical problems of all industrial 
societies throughout the world. Italian designers were 
critisizing the current state of design, the building in-
dustry and urban development and the growing mass 
consumption. 
The exhibition was organized in two parts, one con-
sisting of the environment and the other one present-
ing the objects. Big areas were used for audiovisuals 
explaining the idea behind the exhibition and showing 
up analysis of the discussed problems. 
(c.f. https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/
pdfs/docs/press_archives/4800/releases/
MOMA_1972_0029_26.pdf)

The environments should give attention to two modes 
of contemporary living: the permanent home and the 

Supersurface by Superstudio at the New Domestic Landscape Exhibition I 1972 [28]
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mobile unit. 
The eleven environments then again split up into to 
groups. On the one hand there was the counter-de-
sign approach, which believed  that before we can 
change our physical environment and add more and 
more objects to it, the current social and political 
situation has to change. And on the other hand there 
was the pro-design approach, convinced that it is pos-
sible to enhance our lives by improving our physical 
environment. 
The pro-designers engaged especially in new emerg-
ing lifestyles, due to more informal social and family 
relationships, and a new understanding of privacy 
and territoriality. Furthermore different materials and 
new production techniques were a big issue in this 
exhibition. 
Each environment had a 16 x 16 foot area in the 
gallery provided. Designed and produced in Italy, they 
were then shipped to New York.  
Examples of those environments are Joe Colombo’s 
fixed plastic units for bath, kitchen, sleeping, and stor-
age, Ettore Sottsass’ micro-environments in plastic, 
Gae Aulenti’s molded plastic elements or Superstudi-
o´s Supersurface.

(c.f.https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/
pdfs/docs/press_archives/4800/releases/
MOMA_1972_0029_26.pdf)

Superstudio´s film Supersurface: An alternative 
model for life on earth was created especially for this 
exhibition. 
It was the first out of five films created by the design 
group as a “critical reappraisal of the possibility of life 
without objects.” (Superstudio, 1972, p.242)
It should provide a “network of energy and information 
extending to every properly inhabitable area”. (Super-
studio, 1972, p.242) 
The  object as a status symbol should disappear from 
society and also the city as an accumulation of formal 
structures of power should be eliminated. 
The inhabitants of the supersurface would live as a 
new revolutionary society in this environment, where 
every individual could find the full development of his 
possibilities. 
(c.f. https://beta.worldcat.org/archivegrid/
data/256876839)

Micro Environment by Ettore Sottsass I 1972 [30
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Joe Colombo´s design for his total furnishing unit was 
influenced by his futuristic ideas, in which the practical 
aspect was always dominant. It was like a living-ma-
chine, which could be adapted to different living situ-
ations. Plastic was his favourite material and with this 
he produced the total furnishing unit, a unit providing 
all the services of a room. 
(c.f. http://socks-studio.com/2013/10/16/joe-colom-
bo-total-furnishing-unit-1971/)

He claimed:
„habits change, the interior of rooms has to 
change with them.” (Joe Colombo, 1972)
(c.f. http://socks-studio.com/2013/10/16/joe-colom-
bo-total-furnishing-unit-1971/)

A smiliar approach had Ettore Sottsass with his Micro 
Environments. Containers inhabiting different func-
tions, could be placed and organized according to the 
users needs. 
(c.f. http://socks-studio.com/2013/06/10/e 
tore-sottsass-jr-mobile-and-flexible-environment-mod-
ule-1972/)

Also Gae Aulenti tried to create a multifunctional 
environment. Her series of molded architectural fiber-
glass furniture typologies give the possibilty to create 
different multipurpose environments.
(c.f. https://www.disegnodaily.com/article/ita-
ly-the-new-domestic-landscape)

In her accompanying manifesto she declares:
“Nothing is built on stone, all is built on sand, but 
we must build as if the sand is stone”, architec-
ture is made beyond the strife of governments, 
wars and famine.” (Gae Aulenti, 1972)
(c.f. https://www.disegnodaily.com/article/ita-
ly-the-new-domestic-landscape)

Complementary to the environments there was as 
the display of 180 objects, all of them produced in 
Italy during the last decade by more than over 100 
designers. They should represent the different design 
philsophies that emerged in Italy in the last few years, 
according to Ambasz they split up in “conformist,” 
“reformist,” and “contestatory” designs. 
The conformist designers try to create objects that 
fulfill the needs of the traditional housing culture at 
this time and deal with the aesthetic of those single 
objects, such as chairs, bookshelves or tables. Ex-
amples are Joe Colombo’s “Poker” table (1968), the 
“Soriana” lounge chair (1970) by Tobia and Afra Scar-

pa or the “Arco” floor lamp by Achille and Piergiacomo 
Castiglioni (1962).
The reformists try do re-desing already known objects, 
rather than exploring something new, always with an 
critical aspect on society. Reformist objects shown 
at the exhibition were amongst others the “Donna” 
armchair with footstool (1969) by Caetano Pesce, the 
“Sassi” stones, different size seats by Piero Gilardi 
or the “Joe” sofa (1970) by De Pas, D’Urbino and 
Lomazzi.
(c.f.https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/
pdfs/docs/press_archives/4800/releases/
MOMA_1972_0029_26.pdf)

The contestatory designers believed that it is no 
longer possible to create single objects with just one 
certain function, due to changings in society and 
lifestyles. 
Their objects proposed several functions and modes 
of use and arrangement. Examples of those multifunc-
tional pieces are the “Sacco” or bean bag chair (1969) 
by Gatti, Teodoro and Paolini, “il Serpentone” by Ms. 
Cini Boeri (1971) or the “Ghiro” mattress-lounge chair 
(1967) by Umberto Catalano and Gianfranco Masi.
(c.f.https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/
pdfs/docs/press_archives/4800/releases/
MOMA_1972_0029_26.pdf)

Cini Boeri´s design for her “serpentone”, was made 
out of polyurethane foam. The modules with lamellas 
allows the user to play around with it´s shape as it is 
flexible in concave and convex curves. The possibility 
to add more and more modules, allows the design 
piece to grow into infinity. 
(c.f. https://divisare.com/projects/303317-cini-boeri-ar-
chitetti-serpentone)

The „New Domestic Landscapes“ exhibition was 
complemented by a publication of all objects and en-
vironments by edited by Emilio Ambasz and published 
by The Museum of Modern Art. The exhibition and 
the book was the possibility for Italy and its designers 
to share their ideas and philosophy on design with 
America and the rest of the world.
The contestatory design and also the philosophy of 
the designs of the eleven environment units were then 
continued by the self production movement in the 
USA.
(c.f.https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/
pdfs/docs/press_archives/4800/releases/
MOMA_1972_0029_26.pdf)
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…until all design activities are aimed towards
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primary needs. Until then, design must disappear...“
(Adolfo Natalini, Superstudio in Le-Guin, 2005, p. 104)
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THE WHOLE EARTH

While in Italy the Anti-Design movement tried to rebell 
against the new emerging changes in the design 
industry, the USA used another approach to take a 
stance against the mass consuming culture. 
(c.f. http://www.wholeearth.com/histo-
ry-whole-earth-culture.php)

The end of the 1960s was a stirring time in the USA. 
America had to deal with a clash of two totally different 
generations, which seemed to tear society apart. Not 
only the war in Vietnam, race relations and psychedel-
ic drugs were a central issue, but it also seemed that 
the different visions of those generations couldn´t be 
combined. The post-world-war II baby-boom genera-
tion was just graduating from high-school and a lot of 
teenagers moved out from their parents homes to live 
their own independent lives. It was popular that they 
even moved out of town to form their own communes 
in more rural areas and live a more alternative and 
sustainable lifestyle than those in the suburban town 
areas, provided by the american building industry. 
(c.f. http://www.wholeearth.com/histo-
ry-whole-earth-culture.php)

In order to „teach“ the society how to build your own 
chair or even your own nomadic house, designers 
started to write books or magazines, where they 
explained those things to an ordinary person. 
These radical changes in society and lifestyles got 
the american writer Stewart Brand thinking. What if 
there was a book or a catalog which helped these 

new emerging communes to live a better and different 
lifestyle, offside the crowded cities and mass con-
suming culture? A book that dealed with deep topics 
like the meaning of life and the purpose of things and 
how they work. A book that would bring together all 
the best products and tools by different specialists, 
which could then form one big „critical mass“ and 
appeal to a large audience. It wouldn´t be just helpful 
for one specific niche like an automobile or cooking 
magazine, it could include tips from bee-keepers, to 
glassblowers or weather forecasters. It should inspire 
people to try out new things and expand their mind of 
what is possible. 
(c.f. http://www.wholeearth.com/histo-
ry-whole-earth-culture.php)

So he published in 1968 the first issue of the „Whole 
Earth Catalog“.
It was a collection of book reviews, product reviews 
and articles and instructions, from Buckminster Fullers 
theory of „Synergetics“ to a step-by-step guidance 
on how to build you own geodesic dome. All of these 
contents should help the reader to find the best „tools“ 
to design their own environment in an eco-friendly 
way and therefore live a better life. 
(c.f. http://www.wholeearth.com/histo-
ry-whole-earth-culture.php)

Stewart Brand chose this name and the cover with 
a picture of the Earth made out of space, because 
he thought it would have an psychological impact. It 
was the year when NASA was already launching to 
send the first manned rockets to the moon, when he 

LET´S DO IT 
YOURSELF!
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asked them to release a photo of the whole Earth. The 
picture of the luminous, colourful Earth ball floating in 
dramatically dark space, should visualize that human-
ity is a small part of such a big miraculous ecosystem. 
Topics like skin color, nationality and wealth, which 
seemed so important in everyday life shrinked down 
to an invisible part of mother earth on this picture. 
It also showed that the catalog was more than just 
a magazine with product reviews, it had a specific 
ideology, which can be summed up as:
(c.f. http://www.wholeearth.com/histo-
ry-whole-earth-culture.php)

„think globally, act locally“.
(c.f. http://www.wholeearth.com/histo-
ry-whole-earth-culture.php)

The „Whole Earth Catalog“ soon became a cultural 
phenomenon and the „handbook“ of the countercul-
ture. It was an easy way to spread a variety of efficient 
and powerful ideas in the interest of millions of people. 
The following statement was printed on the inside of 
the front cover of the first publication and also later 
editions:

(c.f. http://www.wholeearth.com/histo-
ry-whole-earth-culture.php)

„FUNCTION
The Whole Earth Catalog functions as an evalu-
ation and access device. With it, the user should 
know better what is worth getting and where and 
how to do the getting.

An item is listed in the Catalog if it is deemed:
1. Useful as a tool,
2. Relevant to independent education
3. High quality or low cost
4. Easily available by mail.

Catalog listings are continually revised according 
to the experience and suggestions of Catalog 
users and staff.

PURPOSE

We are as gods and might as well get good at it. 
So far, remotely done power and glory - as via 
government, big business, formal education, 

Counterculture Movement I 1960s [34]
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church - has succeeded to the point where gross 
defects obscure actual gains. In response to this 
dilemma and to these gains a realm of intimate, 
personal power is developing - power of the indi-
vidual to conduct his own education, find his own 
inspiration, shape his own environment, and share 
his adventure with whoever is interested. Tools 
that aid this process are sought and promoted by 
the Whole Earth Catalog.“
(Brand, 1968, p.1)
 
The interesting thing about the „Whole Earth Catalog“ 
was, that the editor didn´t stick to the professional 
design standards at those times. Low-end typography 
and illustrations dominated the catalog, with no clear 
layout structuring the content. The only rough struc-
ture the book had were the seven different chapters: 
Understanding Whole Systems, Shelter and Land 
Use, Industry and Craft, Communications, Commu-
nity, Nomadics and Learning. Within each section 
black-and-white pictures and reviews were aligned. 
Hundreds of people were writing reviews on different 
products, most of them readers of the catalog. 
The whole design and aesthetic of the catalog was an 

anti-aesthetic, rebelling again against the modernist 
society. 
The reader should wander through the content and 
explore each site step by step. It should stimulate the 
creativity and curiosity of the user and should serve 
as a source of inspiration. (c.f. Castillo, Choi, Clarke, 
Dubberly, 2015, p.50f.)

In „Hippie Modernism“ those books as the whole earth 
catalog are called meta-manuals. Meta-manuals were 
unique publications, usually written, designed and 
published by the same person. Representing a variety 
of different voices and sources, the traditional role 
of a teacher as the only purveyor of knowledge and 
skills had overcome. The aim of these meta-manuals 
was to collect and spread knowledge and provide the 
audience a new access to education. By being inde-
pendent from the established strict education system 
in society, it was possible to form new collectives and 
networks and share informations, skills and experienc-
es to build the alternative world they were dreaming 
of – alternative families, communes and a back-to-the-
land experience.  (c.f. Castillo, Choi, Clarke, Dubberly, 
2015, p.50f.)

Counterculture Movement I 1960s [37]
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DO-IT-YOURSELF

Not just in the USA but also in Europe a different 
approach to rebell against the mass-consuming 
society and the traditional design culture appeared. 
Global Tools, founded in 1973 amongst others by the 
members of Archizoom, Gruppe 9999, Superstudio or 
designers like Ettore Sottsass or Gaetano Pesce. The 
aim of this group was, to found a network of independ-
ent, radical designers to support alternative design 
and art ideas. 
Major issues raised in the group were: education, 
ecology, industry, survivalism, marginality, communi-
cation, body, failure, community, theory, construction, 
technology, handcraft and ideas around archeologies 
of the future.
(c.f. https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Global_Tools)

It was the end of the second wave of the radical 
design period in Italy. The first colourful and more op-
timistic wave in the 60s was dominated by Archizoom 
and Superstudio, and the second wave started with 
the New Domestic Landscape Exhibition in the 70s.
(c.f. Lees-Maffei, Fallan, 2014, p. 28)

Due to the philosophy of Global Tools  design should 
be executed as a cultural act and therefore society 
should be relieved from the traditional design industry. 
Similar to the Arts & Crafts Movement Global Tools 
followed the aim to recover the aesthetical and emo-
tional values of furniture design again. Furthermore 
the use of ecofriendly and natural materials was a 
relevant issue. 
Although Global Tools itself did not have a lot of suc-
cess, the group served until the late 80s as a forum 
for radical design ideas and influenced groups such 
as Studio Alchimia or Memphis. (c.f. https://de.wikipe-
dia.org/wiki/Global_Tools)

Global Tools I 1973 [39]
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In the same year as Ken Isaacs published his „How 
to build your own living structures“ in 1974, also the 
italian designer Enzo Mari published a book dedicated 
to the do-it-yourself movement, called „Autoproget-
tazione“. Enzo Mari is a noted Italian modernist artist 
and furniture designer. He draws inspiration from the 
idealism of the arts and crafts movement, and his po-
litical views as a communist. (c.f. http://www.kakarotte.
com/2014/08/enzo-maris-autoprogettazione/) 

„Autoprogettazione“ can be translated as „self-design“ 
in english. By using this term Enzo Mari wanted to vis-
ualize his idea of educating  the individual to produce 
his own furniture and by this improve the connection 
and the understanding of the physical environment 
we live in. To make this even possible he guided the 
reader through a very simple technique. In the end not 
the product itself was important, but its educational 
aspect. His book was rather a educational project, 
than a design project. It was a milestone in the era 
of italian design history and was an alternative draft 
to formalism, thought to be the democratization of 
design. (c.f. https://www.cucula.org/enzo-mari/)

He wrote this book because he thought:
“…if people were encouraged to build a table with 
their own hands…they would be able to under-
stand the thinking behind it.“
(Mari, 2002, p.5)

In his book he explained how to build 19 diferent 
furniture pieces. The reader didn´t need to have 
any previous knowledge on furniture production, the 
pieces were easy to build and the reader didn´t need 
more than timber, hammer and nails. (c.f. http://www.
improvisedlife.com/2013/02/07/enzo-maris-autopro-
gettazione-for-diy-furniture-designs/) 

He introduces the reader to his book:
„ A project for making easy-to-assemble furniture 
using rough boards and nails.
An alementary technique to teach anyone to look 
at the present production with a critical eye.

(Anyone, apart from factories and traders, can use 
these designs to make them by themselves.
The author hopes the idea will last into the future 
and asks those who build the furniture, and in par-

Autoprogettazion by Enzo Mari I 1974 [41]
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ticular variations of it, to send photos to his studio 
at 10 piazzale Baracca, 10 – 20123 Milan).“
(Mari, 2002, p.1)

The furniture pieces were not meant to be an alter-
native to industrial products. It should be an exercise 
to understand how the process of building a chair or 
a table works, and therefore getting a critical eye on 
the industrial production. The fundamental technique 
on how to build various objects was important, but the 
reader then might change some details or the shape 
and will understand the basic structure and compo-
nents of the obejcts. He wanted to encourage the 
user to invent his own variations of his proposals and 
maybe in the end the reader would be able to design 
and create his own chair or table.  „Autoprogettazione“ 
is like a research on furniture through practice. 
(c.f. http://socks-studio.com/2016/04/18/critical-under-
standing-through-practice-autoprogettazione-by-en-
zo-mari-1974/)

Enzo Mari likes to tell the story of a cheap wooden 
bed he once designed, but couldn´t sell because it 
was too cheap. (c.f. https://www.iconeye.com/404/

item/4245-enzo-mari)

This is the result of a society which values are 
warped. Not the design or the object itself is important, 
but its value and how luxurious it is. Enzo Mari wanted 
to bring the consciousness of true „good“ design back 
to society. 
The 19 design pieces were not intended to furnish the 
traditional working class homes. Instead, they were 
a provocation against consumerism, making people 
focus on themselves and their environment again. 
(c.f. http://socks-studio.com/2016/04/18/critical-under-
standing-through-practice-autoprogettazione-by-en-
zo-mari-1974/)

He proclaimed: 
„I want to create models for a different society.“
(https://www.cucula.org/enzo-mari/)

Table by Enzo Mari I 1974 [42]
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The „Whole Earth Catalog“  was the beginning of the 
Do-it-yourself movement, and inspired by this, several 
designers started publishing books to encourage 
people to design their own furniture and environment 
and adding a whole new dimension to the do-it-your-
self hobby ethic. 
The idea was to rebell against the mass consuming 
economy and execute self-production as a joyful and 
nonconform action. 
(c.f. Castillo, Choi, Clarke, Dubberly, 2015, p.51f.)

Designer Ken Isaacs „How to build your own living 
structure“, published in 1974, offered step-by-step in-
structions on how to build different furniture or housing 
pieces. It started from how to buy the right material 
to what kind of advantages this new furniture piece 
brings with it. His philosophy was to teach the reader 
how to create his own environment with sustainable, 
flexible and multifunctional furniture or housing pieces 
based on a modular system. The modular design is 
based on tetrahedrons, which can be moved around 
differently and therefore provide shelter and divide 
living space in a creative way. The book also deals 
with the philosophical meaning of surplus and how to 

raise a family in an environment that has a low impact 
on the surrounding and the natural environment. (c.f. 
Castillo, Choi, Clarke, Dubberly, 2015, p.51f.)

With his ideas the whole traditional middle-class 
housing culture was turned upside down. Typical 
living rooms, bed rooms or kitchen disappear in his 
homes, because suddenly a normal chair has several 
functions, such as a shelf or a table and therefore less 
room is needed and furniture has to be reorganised.

Producing small furniture objects on your own was 
the first impulse to a larger ideology, which aimed to 
change the world in a noncommercial way with eco 
friendly materials and operation methods. Furthermore 
the user should get more self-sufficient, not being 
dependent on the mass consuming industry.
It was the beginning of the nomadicism. A cross be-
tween community and the desire of mobility and free-
dom. Inspired by this movement the product designers 
Victor Papanek and James Hennessey published 
the books Nomadic Furniture 1 in 1971 and Nomadic 
Furniture 2 in 1974. 
(c.f. Castillo, Choi, Clarke, Dubberly, 2015, p.52.)

How to build your own living structure by Ken Isaacs I 1974 [44]
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In the introduction of the book they claime that the 
average american moves every 2-3 years and due to 
industry and changing lifestyles, especially amongst 
the younger generation, the trend is rising. The prob-
lem they see ist that all furniture products on the mar-
ket are really fragile, need a lot of space and are not 
designed for a nomadic lifestyle. Furthermore there 
are no books available on the market which show 
you how to build your own nomadic suitable furniture, 
just books telling you what to buy. (c.f. Hennessey, 
Papanek, 1973, p.1ff)
Their solution to this problem was to show the reader 
“How to build and where to buy lightweight furni-
ture that folds, inflates, knocks down, stacks, or is 
disposable and can be recycled”. 
(c.f. Hennessey, Papanek, 1973, p.2)
Loads of diagrams, drawings and and do-it-yourself 
plans taught the reader how to build their own multi-
functional and nomadic furniture.
Their designs were followed the philosophy of sim-
plicity, inventiveness of materials and ecological con-
ciousness. They describe their own encounters with 
their design and give advice on how the reader can 
integrate their design pieces individual in their lives, 

always being aware of different lifestyles and therefore 
different needs and belongings. 
They were using the cheapest and simplest materials, 
such as cardboard and plywood and illustrated how to 
fold them for supporting beds, tables or desks or how 
to assemble them to a chair without any fastener.
Additional to the explanation how to build the furniture, 
they also gave tips on how to use them in several 
ways and how to store them while moving. 
Beside showing how to create your own designs, they 
also showed how to use already existing designs in 
different ways or how to copy it with cheap materials. 
Furthermore they illustrated how to use objects from 
everyday life in different situations, such as a mat-
tress, which can be easily transformed into a chair by 
tieing a sling around. 
(c.f. Hennessey, Papanek, 1973)

Counterculture Movement I 19060s [47]
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SWEDEN COMING UP

Not only in the USA and Italy the self-production 
movement was getting more and more popular, but 
also in Sweden the probably most well-known do-it-
yourself company started to grow at those times. 
IKEA, founded in 1943 by the seventeen-year-old 
Ingvar Kamprad, published his first catalog in 1951.  
The furniture objects in there, were not only presented 
as single design objects, but always in the context of 
a whole room, which was very uncommon at those 
times. The catalog then got the most important part in 
communicating with the customers and was the key of 
the whole marketing system of IKEA. Until 1958, when 
the first IKEA store opened, the customers could pick 
out the objects they liked in the catalog, order it and 
then they would get a construction kit with detailed 
instructions how to build their chair, table or wardrobe. 
(c.f. https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/IKEA)

With this concept the customer did not only buy a 
new dining table, placed it into the middle of his living 
room and sat down with his family to eat, before he 
had to deal with the table itself. He had to read the 

instructions, make sure that all parts of the table were 
correctly delivered and then start to assemble each 
piece per piece. It was like a whole new experience 
to assemble his own table, in the end it felt like you 
almost designed it on your own. 

Even today it is almost like a ritual when you get a 
new appartment or house. You go to IKEA or have 
a look at the catalog, then choose your furnishing 
objects of favour and at home you start together with 
friends or family assembling the pieces. Even if there 
sometimes might come up some arguments, when 
you don´t agree on how to assemble your new BILLY 
shelf right, in the end everybody is proud and happy 
when it is finished. 

Also with their slogans, like „Change begins 
at home!“ or „Wohnst du noch oder lebst du 
schon?“ IKEA always tries to accentuate their 
philosophy of improving lives and homes with their 
furniture.
(c.f. https://www.slogans.de/slogans.php?BSe-
lect%5B%5D=621)

First IKEA catalog I 1951 [51]
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Ikea Disobedients is an architectural performance 
piece, first performed in Madrid in November 2011 and 
acquired by the MoMA in 2012. 
(c.f. https://archivingthecity.com/2013/07/17/
we-are-ikea-disobedients/)

Jaque explores the political potential of the domestic 
arena. Within an armature of “hacked” Ikea furniture, 
local community members are invited to publically 
perform their everyday private talents, behaviors, and 
discussions. Using Ikea furniture as an improvised 
set, the work comments on the impact of these ordi-
nary objects and systems in determining their users’ 
lifestyle—suggesting that not all people necessarily 
abide by the same normative principles or architectur-
al dictates. The private dwelling, typically segregated 
from public space, is often conceived of as non-polit-
ical, but Jaque underscores that political participation 
may be more than taking part in state or municipal 
decisions. Through activities, conversations, and com-
munity-oriented practices disseminated from one’s 
own private space, the domestic can become a new 
form of democratic parliament in which the architect is 
but an orchestrator and collaborator.

This thinking reminds a lot of the theoretical thoughts 
behind the do it yourself movement. But taking it 
a step further it also has a link to the anti design 
movement. Criticizing mass production and so called 
individuality, also Ikea suffered under the same conse-
quences in beginning as a unique and individual idea 
to a concept completely overwhelmed by the industry 
and in the last conclusion even being hacked and 
individually transformed after all.
(c.f. https://archivingthecity.com/2013/07/17/
we-are-ikea-disobedients/)

Ikea Disobedients ExhibitonI 2012 [54]
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Through all these new emerging changes in lifestyle, 
such as nomadism and the do-it-yourself movement, 
interior design always got more important. As interior 
design before just was a „tool“ to decorate and furnish 
your home for practical or aesthetical reasons, it 
now defines your whole lifestyle. With multifunctional 
furniture pieces like Ken Isaacs´ „Superchair“ or the 
„Entertainment Cube“ of Victor Papanek and James 
Hennessey one interior object can transform into a 
whole room, or even your whole housing environment. 

The approach of the designers of the Anti-Design era 
is different than those of the Do-it-yourself era. Both 
critisize mass consumption, lack of individuality, tra-
ditional middle-class housing culture and the warped 
values in society. The anti-designers use the things 
they are critisizing and therefore want to bring the con-
sciousness of materials, money and individuality back 
to society. In their case the design-object speaks for 
itself. Instead the self-production designers bring their 
art directly into society by sharing their knowledge and 
educating them. Therefore the furniture piece is not 
that important anymore, rather the process of produc-
ing it is the aspect that brings the consciousness back 

to the people. 

Even today those manuals are an important part in 
educating ordinary people in how to create furniture. 
In 2015 an organisation called CUCULA hosted a 
workshop for west african refugees, where they build 
pieces of furniture with Enzo Mari´s „Autoprogettazi-
one“. They used wooden pieces from their refugees 
hut or planks from their boats, in which they came to 
Lampedusa. (c.f. https://www.dezeen.com/2015/11/16/
enzo-mari-autoprogettazione-furniture-reproduc-
tion-berlin-refugee-organisation-cucula-humanitari-
an-design/)

“The concept of the whole model is aiming to give 
refugees the real possibility to provide for their 
lives and to build up a future.” (CUCULA, 2015)
(c.f. https://www.dezeen.com/2015/11/16/en-
zo-mari-autoprogettazione-furniture-reproduction-ber-
lin-refugee-organisation-cucula-humanitarian-design/)

So again it is not only on how to build a chair, it is 
more than that. It is on building up your own environ-
ment, your own lifestyle and therefore your own future. 

CUCULA I 2015 [56]
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Design is only design
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if it communicates knowledge.
Enzo Mari, Autoprogettazione, 1974

https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/enzo-mari-a-designer-a-communist/
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A history of the bed

The function, design and relevance of the bed en-
gaged a lot of designers and architects in the history 
of interior design. 

One of the many benefits of living in today’s world is 
the simple delight of slipping in between soft sheets 
on a supportive, comfortable mattress when it’s time 
for your nightly repose. But what if instead of those 
soft sheets, you covered yourself up with leaves at 
night? Or how about instead of your favorite pillow, 
you laid your head on a pillow made of stone? Or you 
had no real mattress on your bed, just a sack of hay 
likely infested with fleas and lice? Well, if you had 
lived far enough in the past, those options wouldn’t be 
fantasy – they would be your reality.
While the basics - a cushioned spot to rest and stay 
warm through the night – have remained the same 
throughout history, the details of what constitutes a 
bed have changed quite a bit through the millennia. 
(c.f. http://porch.com/advice/history-bedroom/)

The 20th century was a busy time for bed innovations: 
the Murphy bed and the waterbed both were invented 
and rose in popularity during this era. But those cer-
tainly weren’t the only mattress improvements: the two 
most common types of mattress today -- innerspring 
and memory foam -- were both developed during the 
20th century.
Although they had been invented decades earlier, 
it wasn’t until the 1950s that innerspring mattresses 
skyrocketed in popularity to become by far the most 

common type of mattress. This ushered in the use of 
box-spring platforms to hold the mattress, creating a 
far more comfortable and supportive bed than those 
used in earlier times.
By the 1960s, mattresses and pillows were often 
made of foam instead of cotton or wool.
Tempur-Pedic sold the first memory foam mattress 
in the U.S. in 1992. Today, memory foam mattresses 
have the highest rate of customer satisfaction of any 
type of mattress. Today, you have more choice than 
ever before when it comes to your mattress and style 
of bed. (c.f. https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424
127887323551004578116922977737046)

Also in the era of the Anti-Design movement 
Archizoom took a statement against modernist design 
at those times with their four different dream beds. 
“Nice chaps, but naughty enough not to get taken 
in by all the old chat about how complicated things 
are”: with these words, Ettore Sottsass introduced the 
radical Italian group in the Domus issue number 455. 
For this issue he asked Archizoom to design a bed in 
an environment on a scale of 1:10.
The result of this challenge were four different “Dream 
Beds” in four different environments. With their 
designs they wanted to show that form has always 
to tell a story and never should impose an absolute. 
The colorful and kitschy shapes should stimulate the 
imagination of the user and were a manifesto against 
the good taste of elegant, composed, geometric and 
colorless designs. Fake mother-of-pearl coating, 
fake leopard skin, fake marble and fake ox horns 
were also an    expression against the fetish interior 

CAN I STAY IN BED,
PLEASE?
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Traditional Bedroom I 1960 [59]

architecture culture. (c.f. https://divisare.com/pro-
jects/313783-archizoom-associati-the-four-beds)

In their designs they show, that the bed is not just 
a bed anymore. While the bed traditionally just had 
to fulfill his purpose as being a safe place to sleep, 
Archizoom puts it in a new light. It becomes the center 
of their environments and is not just one furniture 
piece among several others in the bedroom anymore. 
It is the highlight of the room and invites the owner to 
get in and never leave it, while he can dream under 
the rainbow of his life as a popstar. Stairs lead up to 
the sleeping place and therefore accentuate it even 
more. Bedside table, wardrobe and lamps as single 
objects disappear and are integrated into the bed and 
get invisible, so the user can stay in his dreambed and 
doesn´t have to leave it for any action. Already here, 
although it looks in fact just like a normal bed, the 
aspect of multifuncionality is getting important. 

Also Superstudio designed a bed as a part of their 
Istogrammi series in 1970. Designed with their clear 
white ABET plastic laminate it does not seem so 
spectacular or innovative at first sight. It does not 
have those multifunctional features as Archizoom 

Dream Beds have, the white laminating is just framing 
the mattress. 
(c.f. http://www.domusweb.it/en/from-the-ar-
chive/2011/07/21/-superstudio-misura-series.html)
But the mattress is not like traditional mattresses, it 
consists of 8 small parts, inviting the user to reor-
ganize or stack it. He could use it as a sofa with a 
backrest to read a book or watch TV or even use one 
of it as a bedside table. Another interesting thing is, 
that Superstudio always photographed their bed in 
combination with chairs, tables and sofas, an unusual 
environment for a bed as it normally would be placed 
in the bedroom and not in the living area, furthermore 
it is always photographed in an natural environment. 
All these aspects seem as if the bed always gets more 
and more public and looses its traditional meaning of  
one of the most private places in life. On Superstudi-
o´s pictures it looks like it is a playground for children, 
part and center of everyday life. (c.f. http://www.
domusweb.it/en/from-the-archive/2011/07/21/-super-
studio-misura-series.html)
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This philosophy of bringing the bed into the center 
of everyday life is also seen in Joe Colombo´s Total 
Furnishing Unit designed for the „New Domestic 
Landscape „ Exhibition at the MoMA in New York 
in 1972. His multifunctional environment offers all 
functions and tools a traditional apartment has in four 
furniture blocks, that could be spread or combined to 
allow the highest variability. When the user swings out 
his bed from the unit, he is able to watch TV, eat on 
a extricable table or even work there. He just has to 
leave his bed if he wants to cook something or use the 
bathroom. 
(c.f. http://socks-studio.com/2013/10/16/joe-colom-
bo-total-furnishing-unit-1971/)

Also Ettore Sottsass´ Micro Environment, also de-
signed for the „New Domestic Landscape“ Exhibition 
in 1972 followed a similiar approach. His environment 
consists of grey plastic containers, each container 
inhabiting one function, such as wardrobe, stove 
or refrigerator. All containers are equipped with 
wheels and cables, so they can be easily moved and 
replugged at a different location. (c.f. http://socks-stu-
dio.com/2013/06/10/e tore-sottsass-jr-mobile-and-flex-
ible-environment-module-1972/)
 

Also in his drawings the bed plays an important role, 
represented as a big place for living and activities, 
surrounded by several containers and not separated 
by walls. Again the bed gets a more public space and 
the user could place the containers around his bed 
and therefore transform it into the center of his living 
environment. 

The aspect of multifuncionality then got even more im-
portant at the time of the self-production movement. In 
Ken Isaacs´ „How to build your own living structures“ 
he shows how to build one unit, which offers resting, 
working and storing units (c.f. Isaacs, 1974, p.25) and 
also Victor Papanek and James Hennessey illustrate 
in their „Nomadic Furniture“ how to combine different 
functions in their „relaxation cube“. 
(c.f. Hennessey, Papanek, 1973, p. 80)

To recapitulate, in history of interior design the bed got 
always more relevant in everyday life, more public and 
gained a lot more „tools“ throughout the years, which 
changed the lifestyle and habits of whole societies. 
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The Century of the Bed 

Citing a 2012 article from the Wall Street Journal 
which reported that 80 percent of young New York 
City professionals work regularly from bed thanks to 
today’s extensive digital technologies, Beatriz Colo-
mina states that “a unique horizontal architecture has 
taken over between the bed inserted in the office and 
the office inserted in the bed. (c.f. https://www.wsj.
com/articles/SB100014241278873235510045781169
22977737046)
Beatriz Colomina herself is an internationally 
renowned architectural historian and theorist who 
has written extensively on questions of architecture 
and media and whose work has been published in 
over 25 languages. She is Professor of Architecture 
and Founding Director of the Program in Media and 
Modernity at Princeton University. Her most recent 
curatorial projects include: „Playboy Architecture, 
1953-79“ (which opened at NAi Maastricht, 2012 and 
at Deutsches Architekturmuseum in Frankfurt/Main 
in 2014) and „Radical Pedagogies: Architectural Ed-
ucation in a Time of Disciplinary Instability“ (Lissabon 
Triennale, 2013 and Venice Biennale, 2014). (c.f. 
Colomina Rumpfhuber, Rhus, 2014, p. 11f)

It is magnified by the ‘flat’ networks of social media 
that have themselves been fully integrated into the 
professional, business and industrial environment in a 
collapse of traditional distinctions between private and 
public, work and play, rest and action.”
Altough this rating might be outworn, the main affect 
of this happening it that slowly the city has moved 
to the bed. How did this phenomena took place? 
Walter Benjamin was to first to write about the tension 
between the living space and the working space, 
which was radically split by the introduction of the 8h 
shift during the industrialization. Home and office/
factory, relaxation and work, night and day where 
split up drastically. In her essay, Beatriz Colomina 
analyses the idea, that post-industrialization collapses 
work back into the home and takes it further into the 
bedroom and into the bed itself. The whole universe is 
focused on a little screen
and the bed itself is floating in endless amount of 
digital information. (c.f. Colomina, Rumpfhuber, Rhus, 
2014, p. 11f)
And so this traditional contradiction of private and 
public, work and leisure, repose and action nowadays 
seems increasingly obsolete to us. The bed gets more 
and more defined a place that no longer functions just 
as a place to rest and relax, but also as a scenery of 

globally networked actions. (c.f. Colomina, Rumpfhu-
ber, Rhus, 2014, p. 11f)

The Philosophy of working in Bed 

With this drastic chances a philosophy is taken its 
position that everything that happens in bed, is work. 
One of the first people proofing that this system really 
does work and has its eligibility was Hugh Hefner, a 
1949 University of Illinois psychology graduate who 
had worked in Chicago for Esquire magazine writing 
promotional copy, before he had the breakthrough 
idea to publish a lifestyle magazine for men only. 
The first issue, in December 1953, was undated, as 
Hefner was unsure there would be a second. He pro-
duced it in his Hyde Park kitchen. The first centerfold 
was Marilyn Monroe, although the picture used origi-
nally was taken for a calendar rather than for Playboy.
Form this edition on every issue should include 
not only lightly dressed women but a report on the 
conquest and reanimation of the interior space for the 
urban bachelor. The glamorous party country seat 
for the weekends, the yacht, the studio, the bed, the 
office or the car become elements of a re-conquering 
scenario. With this the Playboy managed to feel free 
in the captivity of an apartment. With this focus on 
interior and design the Playboy always stood on the 
edge of femininity and pretensions such as con-
sumerism or domesticity, which had until then been 
completely undervalues in the man made production 
economy. For this reason, the visual and disruptive 
connection between domestic interior and naked girls 
was imported from the beginning, to guarantee that 
the Playboy is not a magazine for women but for the 
modern urban bachelor only. (c.f. Colomina, Rumpfhu-
ber, Rhus, 2014, p. 11f)

However, turning the play the focus completely to his 
home and his conditional giving up of the outer space 
does not mean a retreat from the public sphere. The 
apartment is no longer just a refuge for the sexual 
pleasure which is isolated form the outside world. It 
is packed with all kinds of technological devices and 
inventions and functions as as obersevatory, an infor-
mation center and the center of living and working.

To put it in a nutshell the mantra with which Playboy 
made social change in the fifties could be: If you want 
to change a man, then change his apartment. The 
apartment was not just a decorative background, but a 
true machine of performative gender identity that was 
able to transform the traditional man into a playboy 
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99 Hugh Hefner in his bed I 1973 [63]
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with a step by step guide for everybody. 
Both the architectural design of the apartment as well 
as the visual mechanisms, furniture and household 
appliances, of the bachelor apartment of 1956 were 
conceived as conversion mechanisms to seduce 
women. (c.f. http://enthusiasticallyconfused.com/Ar-
chitecture/Playboy%20Architecture%20Research.pdf)

The apartment (not the Playboy) works like a ma-
chine, which equally attracts and then disposes of 
women. Thanks to the flexibility of the furniture piecec, 
which guarantee the mechanization of the flirtation, 
the bachelor can afford a frivolous adjustment to 
women for the first time. As soon as the visitor enters 
the penthouse, every piece of furniture and every 
design object comes to life, in order to let the women 
fall into the trap of a pleasure, called “Instant Sex“. 
(c.f.http://enthusiasticallyconfused.com/Architecture/
Playboy%20Architecture%20Research.pdf)

The folding sofa and bed had a special relevanty 
and(traditionally associated with the marriage of the 
architecture of the privatization of sexuality) have 
been transformed into high-tech platforms here. With 

telephone, remote control and radio. Hugh Hefner 
himself never left his house and hardly his enormous 
round bad where he was working, sleeping, eating 
and welcomed his guests. 
More and more the Playboy made the bed to a the 
ultimate working place and the magazine itself made 
the design and shape of the perfect bed his number 
one issue.
But soon Hefner was not the only one and by the mid 
of the 20th century the bed was the ultimate American 
office.
This whole phenomena got expanded through the 
use of social media, meaning that the new generation 
does not only work from the bed but also cultivates 
social interactions without leaving the bed.
Today studies proof that we work the most efficient in 
discontinuous sequences of work with breaks in-be-
tween. Many companies place sleeping possibilities at 
service for their employees to maximize the working 
quality. (c.f. http://enthusiasticallyconfused.com/Archi-
tecture/Playboy%20Architecture%20Research.pdf)

The Playboy BedI 1961 [64]
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But what is the architecture of this new space and 
time? In the 1960’s and 70’s, experimental architects 
devoted themselves to the equipment of the new mo-
bile nomads in a whole galaxy of lightweight, portable 
interior with soft reclining
spaces. All these project dedicated to this phenomena 
can be understood as high
performance beds completed with media, artificial 
atmospheres, color, light and smell.
Hans Holleins Mobile Office of 1969 showed that the 
office could be anywhere, defined only by the thinnest 
temporary bubble. In the same year John Lennon and 
Yoko Ono held a weeklong Ben In for Peace in the 
Amsterdam Hilton Hotel during their honeymoon in 
March 1969. This idea of the bed in originally come 
from the sit in protest against war. So the bed has 
taken over from the street as the site of protest.
So what is the nature of this new interior in which we 
have decided collectively to check our selfs in? What 
is the architecture of this prison in which nicht and 
day, work and play, are no longer differentiated and 
we are permanently under surveillance, even as we 
sleep in the control booth? 
It is safe to say that the bed is no longer just an 

intimate retreat, but a workplace. Laptop, tablet and 
smartphone lead to a strange generational change: 
the new bedridden are not the old and the little ones. 
They are the boys who lie outside the bedtime. 
Through the digitization, their bedrooms become the 
home office.
The bed as a workplace is established in the cultural 
history. Many of the great artists and creators have 
worked there: the writers Marcel Proust and Truman 
Capote, the director Christoph Schlingensief (“I read, 
telephone and cum there”) and Hugh Hefner, Who had 
a round, rotatable bed built, from which he directed 
the Playboy editor. And then, of course, there would 
be John Lennon and Yoko Ono, who demonstrated 
with their “bed-in” against war.
But the bed was never left alone to the artists. 
Thomas Hobbes studied mathematics on the mattress 
and covered his sheets with geometric figures. René 
Descartes, a rationalist, lay in bed for 16 hours a day. 
He thus radicalized the philosopher Blaise Pascal, 
who believed that human misfortune had its origin 
in a single cause-not to remain at home in peace. 
http://enthusiasticallyconfused.com/Architecture/Play-
boy%20Architecture%20Research.pdf

Playboy‘s Ideal Bed I 1960 [65]
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„Bed in for Peace“ John Lennon and Joko One I 1969 [66]

For many decades, workers fought for not having to 
get up early in the morning to stand on the assembly 
line or to drive into the tunnel. A t-shirt classic under-
neath the left shows a woman in bed with the saying “I 
did not go to work today, I do not think I’ll go tomor-
row”. This is no longer necessary today. Because you 
can just lie down and save the
unnecessary work routes - finally, the bed is again a 
place of political emancipation. We decide for our-
selves whether we think in the light of the laptop light, 
slowly sink into the laptop or simply fold the laptop. 
Previously, people who did not get up from the sofa 
were despised as couch potatoes. Today, the knowl-
edge is lolling on the bed.
The postindustrialization has left the work in the home 
and in the bedrooms. (c.f. zeitArtikel http://www.zeit.
de/campus/2015/06/arbeiten-bett-arbeitsplatz)
Beatriz Colomina, Professor of Architecture and New 
Media, says, 

“It’s not just that the new media has enabled the bed 
office, but the point is that they have been designed to 
help the 100-year-old Dream of domestic connectivity 
for millions of people. “

The singer-songwriter Olli Schulz brings the new com-
fort of our time to the point. “I’m a beggar,” he sings 
in the song of the same name. “Half-human and half-
bed.” (c.f. Colomina, Rumpfhuber, Rhus, 2014, p. 11f)
 
But what does the architecture look like? A bed that, 
thanks to the new media, is also a transmitting and 
receiving station, where you can chat with friends or 
confer with the employer. For the bed office all kinds 
of interior is offered: laptop cushions, the filling of 
which fits ergonomically to the body of the user. The 
laptop lap tray, similar to those on which our grand-
mothers used to place a teacup or the crossword 
puzzle, only in a more modern design. Cooling pads, 
so coolers, which can be pushed between pillow and 
laptop. Or Lying Down laptop stands that have been 
designed so that you no longer have to stand up and 
the screen floats above you. Opponents may now 
infer that six million years of evolution, the learning 
of the upright gait, now led us here. (c.f. Colomina, 
Rumpfhuber, Rhus, 2014, p. 11f)
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Temporary Working in Bed Solutions

When in comes to working in a home office adding 
a workspace to your bedroom can be a tricky affair, 
and some homeowners prefer to keep any electronic 
distractions away from the bedroom.
Others, though, will tell you that the bedroom is proba-
bly the best place in the house to create a home office 
that is private and free from any distractions. Unlike 
the living area or the dining room, you have fewer 
diversions in your own bedroom, and this obviously 
helps in increasing productivity and cutting down on 
work time. And turning that lonely corner in the bed-
room into a compact workspace is a lot easier than 
you think. With many of us increasingly starting to 
work from home, an ergonomic home office definitely 
comes in handy. The bedroom workspace gives this 
option to those who do not have any additional room 
to spare for a dedicated home office design. Wheth-
er you’re short on square footage or prefer to work 
from the comfort of your own home, there are a huge 
amount of work-bed combination. These bed-to-desk 
designs were made for blankethogging bosses, skilled 
sleepers, and weary workhorses desperate for a 

power nap.

BLESS’s Workbed, from designers Ines Kaag and 
Desiree Heiss, is easily transformable. The comfort of 
your pillow is always within snuggling reach.
Athanasia Leivaditou, from Studio NL, created Work 
Desk Bed made from simple wood, leather, and plex-
iglass. When sleep starts to take over, transition from 
your 17-square-foot work area to the bed below — 
which includes a television monitor for entertainment.
Professional nappers will appreciate this futuristic 
sleeper pod that looks comfortable enough to draft all 
your documents and reports in before a much-needed 
snooze. Companies like Google are already using 
such devices for more productivity for their employ-
ees.
Furthermore there are a lot of devices helping you to 
improve working form your bed.
The Soft Desk which is IKEA’s laptop holder that helps 
air circulate under a laptop better than placing it on 
a lap or sheets. Double Duty is a two-part adjustable 
bed by Reverie with built-in outlets allows one person 
to work while the other snoozes. (c.f. /http://flavorwire.
com/431960/10-design-savvy-ways-to-work-in-bed/10)

Workbed by BLESS I 2014 [68]
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Work Desk Bed Studio NLI 2015 [69]
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Critizising the Century of the Bed 

A lot of artists are exploring ecological alternatives 
to the tragic figure of the 24/7 immaterial worker 
who spends too much time in bed- replying emails, 
creating clips for social media, interacting virtually, but 
not actually going anywhere. The opposite tendency 
would be sleeping outdoors, making the bed beyond 
the illusionary security provided by modern architec-
ture, and challenging the alienation of a technologi-
cally determined life symbolized by the bad habit of 
working in bad. (c.f. Colomina, Rumpfhuber, Rhus, 
2014, p. 99f)
Sleeping under the stars could itself be a form of 
therapy for the distortions of natural cycles induced 
by over dependence on technological comforts, 
countering the physic deprivation caused by dozing in 
invisible magnetic field of digital bedrooms.
Its about exploring the ecological critique of what has 
been diagnosed as the century of the bed, by high-
lighting the strategies of artists who make their home 
under the stars in the liminal state between heaven 
and earth, echoing the eco architectural apparition of 
the mountain climbers portal-edge, a precarious plat-
form suspended halfway up a rock face that invokes a 
radically different phenomenology of the bed.
Over a hundert years ago E.M. Forster predicted in 
his book ‚The Machine Stops’ the collapse of a society 
that is too dependent form technology. Its the dark anti 
utopia of a world, in which people are no longer able 
to life on the earth surface. Because of this humanity 
withdrewed themselves in subterranean cells where a 
machine satisfied all their corporal and psychological 
needs.
Perhaps its time to prepare for the possibility of the 
collapse of todays unsustainable systems and to 
recognize that letting go of the illusory security of the 
technological cocoon brings with it the chance to a 
discover the world anew.
(c.f. Colomina, Rumpfhuber, Rhus, 2014, p. 99f)
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The office of the Future?! 

When it comes to keeping employees happy and 
productive and always search for new possibilities of 
work improvements and innovations, companies like 
Google or Yahoo lead the way. 

They both state their ideology of pushing boundaries 
in workspaces. Google for example lets software 
engineers design their own desks or work stations. 
Some have standing desks, a few even have attached 
treadmills so they can walk while working. Employees 
express themselves by scribbling on walls. The result 
often seems a little chaotic but Google claims that’s 
how their engineers like it. 
(c.f. https://www.theguardian.com/careers/2016/
feb/11/is-googles-model-of-the-creative-workplace-
the-future-of-the-office) 

On a quick look one might think that the working ethic 
of those multi million dollar industries is more or less 
the same regarding their free to design working hours 
or ways of working in general. As explained before 
the phenomena of working in bed got expanded in a 
massive way over the past few years and of course 
offices in the so called creative industry have to come 
along and adapt themselves to such ideologies. From 
the very beginning Google never even asked or traced 
their employees whether they are in the office or at 
home - they just did not care as long as the work was 
done properly. 

The discussion of the working in bed philosophy is a 
very conversion issue. And it got even more charged 
after Yahoos new chief executive, Marissa Mayer, 
ordered employees working form home to show up 
at the office to work again. With this major statement 
Yahoo sets off a nationwide debate about workplace 
flexibility, productivity and creativity. The main idea 
behind this seemingly drastic chance was the thought 
of a holistic company. Being one big company, which 
requires that all employees are physically being 
together. 
(c.f. http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/16/business/at-
google-a-place-to-work-and-play.html) 
Meyers main thought behind it seems plausible, she 
argues that the biggest driver of performance in a 
complex industry like the software industry is constant 
interaction. That this exchange and interaction can 
take place on a productive level a company needs to 
manage to shape a community of their employees. 
Mayer says: „ If you’re surrounded by friends, you’re 

happier, you’re more loyal, you’re more productive!“ 
Google on the other hand looks at the changes in the 
Yahoo office very critical. The see no efficient out-
come of the idea of forcing employees into the office. 
They even compare it to the thesis of an old factory 
model where people where nothing more then cogs in 
a machine without any individuality. They manly doubt 
the creative outcome of this transformation. 
(c.f. http://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/16/business/at-
google-a-place-to-work-and-play.html) 

To put it in a nutshell the complexity and doubt of this 
issue are very plain to see. The century of the bed 
brings us several very useful and over all convenient 
advantages but is it, manly socially and communica-
tively speaking, the right way to go?
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“The bed is not a refuge from the world. The bed floats
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in the world, travels everywhere and knows no secrets.“
Beatrice Colomina, The Century of the Bed, 2014, p.11
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CONCLUSION

Starting our book with a first introduction of what living 
was like in a post war mid economic boom era we 
already start to observe the impacts of mass 
production and mass media on the society.  New 
technological inventions, mostly form the war time 
industry, led to an even faster production of consumer 
goods of all kind, while society was influenced in a 
way of believing what they bought was an individual 
piece of product reflecting their personality and
fulfilling the architecture of their apartment. The 
possibility for people to consume media through 
television changed whole lifestyles and homes. 
In an era design wise over all influenced by the mod-
ernist ideas of reduced forms, elegance and durability 
owning one of those expensive designer objects 
quickly was a status symbol throughout the whole 
society. (c.f.http://www.arthistoryarchive.com/arthisto-
ry/antidesign/)

While this phenomena of influencing society in that 
specific way emerged around the 1960’s, of course 
there where a lot of approaches to protest against 
mass production, mass media and the intellectually 
jaded society.  Starting with the familiar protests of 
1968, a worldwide escalation of social conflicts, pre-
dominantly characterized by popular rebellions against 
military, war, bureaucratic elites and an outworn social 
and political structure. We specifically focused on the 
critique of this society through design ideas and more 
specifically trough furniture design. (c.f. David Crow-
ley, Jane Pavitt, 2018, p.130f.)

Protests and critique trough the nature of interior 
design was a phenomena recognizable all over the 
globe. Groups and people in different locations had 
one thing in common: the society they criticized and 
and the goals they set to change peoples behavior 
and thinking. The interesting thing we investigated in 
our book is the different ways in which this critique 
formally and textually articulated. (c.f. David Crowley, 
Jane Pavitt, 2018, p.130f.)

In Italy groups of young students protested and 
rebelled against these ideals. Design groups like 
Archizoom, Superstudio or Alchimia invented a new 
approach to take a stance against this new emerging 
design ideals. The 1970s was the era of the 
Anti-Design philosophy which was a critique and a 
protest in a highly intellectual way. Their thoughts 
and ideas, articulated in furniture pieces, collages 
and photomontages where never thought for a public 
audience. Designs in kitschy shapes and bright 
colors where ironic interpretations of the modernist 
ideals and not something a 1970’s housewife desired 
to stand in her living room. Their protest was on 
such a high level of intellectuality that only a few of 
Italy’s scholarly persons could understand. (c.f.http://
www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authori-
ty.20110803095416737)

In the USA a lot of people where criticizing the exact 
same thing like the academic elite groups in Italy, but 
with a whole different approach. Communes of young 
people where formed in that are that resulted in the 
counterculture movement. 
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As the beginning of the Do-it-yourself movement 
in the Catalog articles, reviews and constructions 
were collected to help the counterculture society to 
live a better and easier life.(c.f. http://socks-studio.
com/2016/04/18/critical-understanding-through-prac-
tice-autoprogettazione-by-enzo-mari-1974/)

 
From the very beginning this movement was 
something for the whole society. This socially and 
politically critical ideas where there to help people and 
make them aware of phenomenas like mass 
production, the influences of mass media and the so 
called individuallity. 
New networks started to appear in which different 
skills, techniques and know-how were exchanged and 
shared. 
Inspired by this new movement, designers started to 
write books, including instructions how to build your 
own furniture pieces or even whole micro 
environments at home by your own hands. (c.f. 
http://socks-studio.com/2016/04/18/critical-under-
standing-through-practice-autoprogettazione-by-en-
zo-mari-1974/)

Comparing it to the intellectual Italien movement it 
was a movement from society to society rather then a 
academic looking down on society critique. 

This idea of the do it yourself movement got adapted 
by companies like IKEA. IKEA also used the same 
technique of mass production and influential so called 
individuality. (c.f. https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/IKEA) Al-
though the IKEA concept works perfectly fine till now it 
also suffered under the same critique as the modernist 
mass produced designs of the 60’s and later on even 
got hacked in several ways reaching from interna-
tional exhibition to small social media guides how to 
hack your IKEA furniture.  (c.f. https://archivingthecity.
com/2013/07/17/we-are-ikea-disobedients/)

As already referred to in the introduction in the 1960’s 
interior design and the internal architectural space 
of the apartment became a new importance. The 
same phenomena is happening nowadays where it is, 
thanks to social media, possible to work and socially 
connect without leaving your house nor your bed. 
Furniture pieces like the bed get more importuned 
and more equipped with technological features that 
makes the whole living in bed easier. But also with this 
phenomena one should start to question the intentions 
and the society resulting with this lifestyle. Do we 

need just another movement like in the 60’s making us 
aware of what is going on and how we are influenced 
by mass media, specially of course social media? The 
century of the bed brings us several very useful and 
over all convenient advantages but is it, manly socially 
and communicatively speaking, the right way to go? 
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