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Introduction 
 
Postmodernism is a phenomenon first noted in the late 20th century; as a movement it has informed 
the style and content of fine art and design, as well as the arts more generally. Postmodernism’s 
influence on architecture is of particular note, in design terms it often uses a mixture of old and new 
styles and has been defined as a reaction against Modernism. 
 
Theorists contradict each other over when Postmodernism began, and indeed over whether it even 
exists. Charles Jencks is widely known as the principle writer on the subject. In The Language of 
Postmodern Architecture he claimed that Postmodernism originated in architecture, and that the 
death of Modern architecture heralded the rise of postmodernism across the arts. 
 
Zygmunt Bauman represents another school of thought, suggesting that modernity, of which 
modernism was a symptom, did not die to be replaced with something after, or ‘post’. Bauman 
suggests that instead it simply moved from being solid (conveniently symbolised by Modernism’s 
interest in rationalism, the linear and the grid) to being liquid, adapting to the constant changes of 
the contemporary world, rather than trying to struggle against them. This ‘liquid modernity’ bears 
the same characteristics of what Jencks described as postmodernism. 
 
Either way, a fundamental difference between Modernism and Postmodernism is that the latter 
rejects the belief in absolutes. Accordingly, Postmodernism is disillusioned by notions that humanity 
can progress solely through reason and science. The turn towards rationalism in favour of tradition is 
key to Modernist ideology and has its roots in the Enlightenment, the 18th century historical period 
which is credited as the foundation of modern Western political and intellectual thought. 
 
Postmodern design often integrates an element of playfulness and/or pastiche. Irreverence is a key 
theme, whether intended as a direct critique of Modernism or lighthearted wit. In architecture, 
certain theorists have noted that Postmodern buildings often incorporate ornament, reference and a 
sense of humour all at once. Where Modernist architecture had aimed to clarify and make uniform 
the features of buildings, Postmodernism revelled in the opposite; in an intentional clashing and 
confusion of architectural aesthetics. 
 
The frequent rejection of simplicity and austerity in Postmodern design is aptly summed up in 
Robert Venturi’s rewording of Mies Van der Rohe’s comment “Less is more’’ to “Less is bore’’. 
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Ettore Sottsass (1917 – 2007) 
‘Casablanca’ and ‘Carlton’ furniture design 
1981 
Milan, Italy 
Museum no. E.414-1986 
 
 

 
 
This sketched designs for a ‘Casablanca’ sideboard, a ‘Carlton’ bookcase and a shower (next image) 
are by Italian Postmodern designer, Ettore Sottsass. Sottsass set up the Memphis group in 1981 in 
reaction to a highly traditional Milanese design world. He believed that contemporary design had 
become increasingly sterile under the influence of Modernism and that colour, decoration and 
iconography were sorely missing. In reaction to popular “good taste’’, Sottsass often used garish 
colours, vivid pattern, asymmetry and nods to popular culture. The ‘Casablanca’ sideboard 
epitomises this playful irreverence in its use of bright colours and iconoclastic angles. 
 
Sottsass’ ‘Carlton’ design takes the traditional form of a bookcase and explodes the very elements 
that allow the object to function, outer walls which should aim at holding rows of books in are 
instead jutting away at diagonals, begging the question of whether the object could even be used for 
purpose. The design’s play between clear, linear forms and their chaotic composition is 
characteristic of Postmodernism, in its frequent intent to confuse traditional design-relationships 
between form and function. 
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Ettore Sottsass (1917 – 2007) 
Design for a shower 
1981 
Milan, Italy 
Museum no. E.565-1985 

 
 
In his design for a shower, Ettore Sottsass cleverly subverts the viewer’s idea of what a traditional 
shower would look like, emphasising asymmetry and abstract shapes. This sketch perfectly exhibits 
Sottsass’ enthusiasm for a radical overhaul of design archetypes in putting an irreverent, deliberately 
puzzling spin on a utility normally simplified for function. By subverting design expectations to such 
an extent that, in the case of the shower design, the object’s use is barely recognisable, Sottsass 
further pushed the limits of radical design’s definition of itself. Yet Sottsass also considered the 
practical use of design, central to Modernist ideology of the early 20th century, to be of utmost 
importance. The shower reflects functionality in its simplification of forms, whilst the daring use of 
colour and irregular linear angles contrasts with the rigid intellectualism of previous post-war design. 
 
 
 

David Roos (born 1950) 
Design for a bedroom for Faye Dunaway 
1985 
Britain 
Museum no. E.302-1985 

 
 
In 1985, David Roos created this highly romantic bedroom for American actress Faye Dunaway’s 
London house. The theatricality of Baroque revival is epitomised in the richly layered curtains, which 
alternate between heavy and light fabrics, suggestive of the opulence of nineteenth century drapery 
and upholstery. The playfulness of the Postmodern design means the room is not simply a replica, 
retaining as it does a knowing sense of modernity in the bold, off-beat colours and dishevelled 
extravagance. The overall effect is underpinned by high quality detailing, revealing hand-painted 
shades on tall candlesticks. 
 
Postmodernism’s penchant for taking Baroque iconography into new contexts in the 1980s can also 
be cited in high fashion design houses like Moschino, whose models in a 1985 Autumn/Winter Milan 
fashion show were dressed in removable ball-gowns which gave way to netted mini-skirts, in an 
irreverent nod to the Baroque similar to that of Roos. 
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Ron Arad (born 1951) 
Design for the Interior of the Clothes Shop 
‘Bazaar’ 
1985 – 86 
South Molton Street, London 
Museum nos. E.304A-1986 &  E.306-1986 

 
 

         
 

This radical design for the interior of a shop was created by Ron Arad for Jean Paul Gaultier’s 
Womenswear collection on a famous London shopping street. Arad has always been a highly 
experimental designer, determined to challenge traditional conceptions of interior space and object 
use. Here, he creates an apocalyptic scene where clothes hang from rusty hooks, whilst the walls of 
the shop are lined with roughly broken slabs of concrete each guarded over by a nightmarish, 
corpse- like figure. The overall impression is one of eerie, dystopian destruction. Arad challenges 
Modernist notions of perfection by creating a retail space that is far removed from Modernism’s 
favourite display method; the white cube. Yet within the design, pieces of that archetypal white 
cube remain, perhaps to acknowledge the notion that Postmodernism could not entirely sever its 
ties to, nor deny its own inherent birth from, Modernism. This experiment in shop design was short-
lived and had been replaced by 1986. 
 
 
 

Nigel Coates (born 1949) 
Millbank Housing Scheme Architectural design 
London 
1977 
Museum no. E.675-1980 
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This very early example of a Postmodern design for a housing scheme in central London mimics 
classical architecture. More like a hotel than a housing complex, the design was never built. Yet the 
concept shows how bold, Postmodern architects such as Coates were working to inject imagination 
into architecture in reaction to Modernism’s austerity. Coates may well have known that the project 
stood little chance of being taken up, but his submission served largely as a statement to challenge 
the rules of the architectural status quo. 
 
In his rejection of Modernist austerity, however, Coates also pointed to a practice which had 
ironically been key in Modernism’s progression as a movement. Just as Coates submitted a 
controversial design more to make a statement than to win, early 20th century champions of 
Modernist architecture such as Le Corbusier had used building-design competitions to reject 
lingering Victorian aesthetics in favour of an industrial renewal, most often without success. 
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Katherine McCoy (born 1945) 
Poster advertising the Graduate Program in 
Design at the Cranbrook Academy of Art, 
Michigan 
Katherine McCoy 
1989  
Michigan, United States 
Museum no. E.599-1998 

 
 
A Postmodern approach has been pervasive across most art forms since the movement’s initial 
flourishing, and graphic design is no exception. Designed by Katherine McCoy, formerly chairperson 
at the Cranbrook Academy of Art in Michigan, this poster advertises the Graduate Program in Design 
at the Academy. 
 
In McCoy’s poster a traditional relationship between text and image is being challenged. Text is 
printed over a collage of images apparently without heed for legibility. Title text is superimposed 
over background text. By the early 1990’s the issue of legibility became one of the main points of 
concern around these tendencies in design. Text often appears as free-floating typographic elements 
and it is sometimes placed at unusual angles. 
 
McCoy’s utilisation of a strict, dividing line between purple and blue in the poster acts as a visual 
acknowledgement of the challenge she is posing. Within two concrete zones of colour, perhaps a 
symbol of Modernist clarity and precision, there is formal and textual chaos. McCoy’s poster is 
reminding prospective students of the Design program that new forms and meanings are possible, 
that perhaps as Zygmunt Bauman believed, the Modern did not need to be replaced by the 
Postmodern, but rather expanded and developed by it. 
 
In this poster, words are paired into couples such as ‘art/science’, ‘language/ thought’ and 
‘global/local’. Postmodernist critics have suggested that these kinds of binary oppositions or pairings 
should not be thought of as natural and inevitable but that they are cultural constructs which are 
liable to change depending on the context. Here, this complex theory becomes the subject matter 
for McCoy’s radical design. 
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Tom Dixon (born 1959) 
CAD Drawing for a Pylon Chair Furniture 
design 
1991 
Britain 
Museum no. E.454-1999 

 
 
Tom Dixon is a self-taught designer who began experimenting with welding objects he found lying 
around whilst recuperating from a motorcycle accident in the mid- 1980’s. ‘Creative Salvage’, the 
company he established with Mark Brazier-Jones, quickly developed a cult following. 
 
The use of found objects in art and design is closely connected to Postmodern thinking. Designers 
such as Dixon and his contemporary Ron Arad were questioning how people ascribe value to objects. 
If something that was once considered worthless can eventually be sold at a high price, then we are 
forced to admit that value is subjective. The subjectivity of value is a key aspect of Postmodern 
design, as it is frequently referenced in the playful melding of ‘high’ and ‘low’ aesthetics. 
 
This design for a Pylon chair draws on industrial influences. Made for Italian design company, 
Cappellini, the Pylon chair is created out of painted steel rods and is designed functionally to be an 
occasional dining or desk chair. 
 
Dixon’s design from the early 1990s is a very early example of the burgeoning Computer Aided 
Design technology of the time. Like other progressive designers of his generation, Dixon shared a 
strong interest in technological innovation. 


