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A 57-19. Continued

B Tables. Tables show a wide variety of forms for common uses,
such as tea carts or consoles. Some have period features, and oth-
ers are decidedly simple with no references to the past. Tops, plain
or patterned, may be square, rectangular, round, oval, or a frag-
mented shape with edges that are straight, curved, angled, or bro-
ken. Legs are straight, curved, tubular, round and tapered, boxy,
and angled (Fig. 57-20). Some Memphis tables look heavy and
monumental, while others are light and playful.

B Storage. Memphis storage displays a mixture of bright colors,
unusual patterns, and funky materials. The form may follow a

conventional model or it may be something distinctively new in
concept. Angles, curves, straight lines, and boxy shapes, some-
times all combined, are common. Examples are often humorous
or look like a stage-set. Some pieces are designed to be multi-
functional, such as the Carlton shelving unit (Fig. 57-21) by
Sottsass, which serves as both a room divider and bookshelf.

B Beds. There are only a few new bed designs. The most well
known one is the Stanhope by Graves. Because it is expensive,
with few in production, it is considered a collector’s item. A few
Memphis designers create beds composed of geometric planes and
solids in contrasting colors.

B Decorative Arts
Moore, Tigerman, Graves, and Jencks design decorative a

Post Modern architects including Venturi,

sories such as clocks and tea services (Fig. 57-22). Some also design

Irregular shapes

Simple flat planes define
composition

Bold patterned upholstery

Base has lacquered wood
with angled forms

A57-21.
manufactured by Memphis Milano.

Carlton shelving unit, 1981; Italy; Ettore Sottsass,
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A 57-22. Decorative Arts: Tea kettle; Michael Graves, manufactured
by Alessi, and glass vase; Italy; Ettore Sottsass, both c. 1970s-1990s.

flatware, china, and even jewelry. These objects in wood, metal,
ceramic, and plastic often have a distinct and recognizable image
created by the individual designer. Similar in concept to archi-
tecture and featuring an additive approach, forms sometimes re-
semble small buildings or building types. Classical details are
common. In the 1990s, Graves begins to market designs through
Target, a discount department store with a progressive design out-
look. Memphis designers produce highly unusual clocks, vases,
glassware, and accessory items in bright colors and/or shiny met-
als. They are designed to fit in a Post Modern interior furnished
in Memphis and other furniture.




image1.png
CHAPTER 57

Post Modern

1960s-1990s

Coalescing in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Post Modern em-
braces a pluralistic and inclusive approach to design that reflects
the modern world. Rejecting concepts and principles of the In-
ternational Style, designers celebrate complexity, diversity, and
historicism and strive to create expressions that communicate
with the design elite as well as the common person. Architecture,
interiors, furniture, and decorative arts display many different
forms, materials, and colors that are often imbued with wit,
whimsy, or classicism. Memphis is an avant-garde style based in
Italy with an outgrowth of individualism and similar principles to
Post Modern. It challenges traditional notions of good design us-
ing anti-design—quirky forms and shapes, and strong colors and
patterns rendered in both luxurious and common materials.

HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL

Post Modernism attempts to overcome the stylistic void, univer-
sality, and loss of context associated with the International Style,
as well as respond to the pluralism created by new technologies
and the emerging global economy. Concurrent with Late Modern
developments, it reacts to them by challenging their notions of
Modermism, particularly those shared with the International
Style and Geometric Modernism. Instead, it presents a different

A Post-Modern building is . . . one which speaks on at least
two levels at once: to other architects and a concerned
minority who care about specifically architectural meanings,
and to the public at large, or the local inhabitants, who care
about other issues concerned with comfort, traditional
building and a way of life. Thus Post-Modern architecture
looks hybrid. . . . The architects can read the implicit
metaphors and subtle meanings . . . whereas the public can
respond to explicit metaphors and messages. . . . Of course
everyone responds somewhat to both codes of meaning, as
they do in a Post-Modern building, but certainly with
different intensity and understanding, and it is this
discontinuity in taste cultures which creates both the
theoretical base and “dual coding” of Post-Modernism.
—Charles Jencks, The Language of Post-Modern Architecture, 1977

and more encompassing approach to design, one that stresses pe-
riod influences, local context, symbolism, and decoration over
sleek skin, glass box, and high-tech solutions.

The term Post Modern is first used in literature, philosophy, so-
ciology, and other disciplines to describe unique features of the
late 20th century such as consumerism and globalization. By
1976, Post Modern describes a worldwide architecture that is an
avant-garde cultural interpretation reflecting modern influences,
but illustrating a symbolic design language of traditional or popu-
lar double coding recognizable by the design elite as well as the
public. Designs reflect the postindustrial age in which the media,
knowledge, and consumerism define modern life. Greater empha-
sis upon newness, novelty, and quick changes encourage aesthetic
experimentation and innovation.

Post Modem architecture in the United States has its founda-
tions in the theories and work of Robert Venturi and his wife,
Denise Scott Brown, during the 1960s. During the late 1970s and
early 1980s, the style emerges in their work and that of others. The
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La Strada Novissima—Presence of the Past (street fagades),
Venice Biennale, 1980; Venice, Italy (as reconstructed in 1982 in San
Francisco, California); by Michael Graves, Oswald Mathais Ungers,
Joseph Paul Kleues, and Leon Krier.

1980 international exhibition of the Venice Biennale, organized by
architect Paolo Portoghesi and called La Strada Novissima, displays
street fagades designed by Americans and Europeans demonstrat-
ing that Post Modernism has spread worldwide. Prominent design-
ers include Michael Graves, Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown,
Charles Moore, Stanley Tigerman, Robert A. M. Stern, and Philip
Johnson of the United States; James Stirling, Thomas Gordon
Smith, and Terry Farrell of Great Britain; Hans Hollein of Austria;
Ricardo Bofill of Spain; and Paolo Portoghesi and Aldo Rossi of
Italy. They establish their own personal vocabularies that are
widely imitated. Many revive the architectural tradition of design-
ing the building, interiors, and furnishings, in part responding to
consumerism. In the United States, Orlando, Las Vegas, New York
City, Houston, and Los Angeles become some of the showplaces for
these designers’ new ideas and work. By the late 1980s, the style is
readily copied and popularized by builders and developers so that it
becomes one of a variety of available styles, particularly for houses.

Nevertheless, Post Modern is not a universal style. The archi-
tectural community debates its appropriateness and applicability.
Many individuals reject its historical allusions and eclecticism.
Others embrace and promote its various stylistic or theoretical
aspects.

CONCEPTS

Post Modernism directly opposes the International Style and
Geometric Modernism by adopting a pluralistic, inclusive ap-
proach that acknowledges the importance of communication,
complexity, and diversity of aesthetics, form, space, and color.
Theories and physical elements surface during the late 1960s in
response to the perceived failures of Modernism. An early propo-
nent is Robert Venturi who, in Complexity and Contradiction in Ar-
chitecture (1966), describes an architecture that emphasizes
intricacy, inconsistency, ambiguity, tension, hybrid elements, and

popular culture. All of these attributes are directly opposed to
those of the International Style. Additionally, he borrows features
and ideas from Antonio Gaudi, Sir Edwin Lutyens, Pop Art, Main
Street, and Las Vegas—blending aspects from both the past and
the present. Venturi’s ideas shake up the architectural world be-
cause he challenges the established modernist and International
Style traditions. His new architectural principles confront the
anonymity, purity, clarity, and simplicity in form and function of
Modernism evident in the work of Mies van der Rohe and others.
Venturi advocates the reintroduction of individuality, wit, and
whimsy. He declares that “less is a bore,” in opposition to Mies’s
dictum that “less is more.” Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and
Steven Izenour write Learning from Las Vegas (1972), which fur-
ther challenges designers to learn from and even emulate the
glitzy architecture of Las Vegas with its meaningful symbolism
and ability to communicate to people.

In Europe, Aldo Rossi’s L' Architectura della Citta (1966) helps
lay the theoretical foundations for Post Modernism. Stressing the
importance of restoring monumentality to architecture, Rossi ad-
vocates the study and analysis of the development of cities to un-
cover urban typologies and longstanding social, cultural, and
architectural traditions, which can be creatively interpreted in
new architecture. Rossi’s ideas establish a more political and so-
cial foundation along with a greater emphasis upon language.
Consequently, Post Modernism in Europe contrasts with that in
the United States where the style aligns with consumerism and
capitalism.

Post Modernism’s principal theorist, architectural historian,
and critic is Charles Jencks, who identifies its character in The
Language of Post-Modem Architecture (1977). Jencks adopts con-
cepts of literary criticism, most notably semiotics and multiple
meanings, in his emphasis on visual communication of signs, sym-
bols, and values. According to Jencks, buildings exhibit double
coding, meaning that a building speaks on two levels at once,
both to the elite modem architects and to the more traditional-
leaning public. Accordingly, a modern high-rise office box by
Mies van der Rohe may appear intellectually pure and harmo-
nious to the architect, but it represents a symbolic bland, factory-
like shoebox to the private citizen. Post Modern architects adopt
a variety of means and meanings to achieve this communication
goal, including historicism, revivalism, neo-vernacular, urban
context, classical populism, metaphor, symbolism, and new ex-
tended space.

Jencks advocates eclecticism and stylistic pluralism to counter
the abstractness of modernism. He suggests that, through careful
selection and rational choice, the designer can use style to visu-
ally articulate a particular meaning or meanings unique to the
building, location, or client. In this way, the design can produce
the desired visual or communicative effects and convey purpose,
symbolism, or monumentality. Public and private buildings may
illustrate metaphors through a mixture of iconic symbols, tradi-
tional features, and cultural accents that speak in the language of
popular life. Jencks and others advocate ornament, especially his-
toric, in defiance of Modernism’s belief in Loos'’s equation of or-
nament and crime. Layering of decoration that is filled with
meaning is important.
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nd designers respond to consumerism in two ways.
First, they create designs that are regarded as fine art and thus ap-
peal to the consumer elite. Second, they design everyday objects,
such as cutlery and door handles, giving them a distinct image and
raising their aesthetic status. This deliberate attempt to create an
image is substantially different from the goals of postwar design-
ers. It also creates design celebrities and stars with recognizable
design expressions to which the public enthusiastically responds.
The media—television, magazines, books, and the Internet—
contribute to this new star quality.

CHARACTERISTICS AND MOTIFS

In contrast to International Style and Geometric Modern, Post
Modernism embraces individuality, social diversity, and a tradi-
tional or period character. Historicism, classicism, and eclecti-
cism are key concepts, and designers creatively manipulate and
reinterpret elements from the past to create new, modern, com-
plex compositions. Reflecting the designers’ pluralist approach,
compositions may be eclectic, whimsical, bizarre, and/or exagger-
ated (Fig. 57-6). They also may feature creative inventions, frag-
ments, applied ornament, or ironic juxtapositions (Fig. 57-1,

57-2,57-8, 57-15, 57-18). Variety in size, shape, color, character,
and architectural detail expresses diversity and individuality. De-
signers stress, abstract, imply, or differentiate key compositional
features through differences and variations, which sets up a scale
of dominance and subordination. Layering of elements, juxtapo-
sition of form, and projecting and receding elements create com-
plexity that is supported or enhanced by contrasts and variations
of color and materials. Works reflect an additive design method
instead of the integrated one of the International Style. Interior
space also is layered, although architects do not necessarily be-
lieve that exterior and interior should be connected as earlier
modernists did. Sequencing and layering of spaces sometimes cre-
ates a sense of procession or infinite extension of space. Designs,
even in furniture, look somewhat like stage sets with allusions to
the past.

Many Post Modern designers creatively use or manipulate clas-
sical attributes such as scale or elements such as columns. Build-
ings, interiors, and furniture may display classical details and
proportioning  of  base/bottom,  column/midsection, and
cornice/top (Fig. 57-2, 57-3, 57-4, 57-11). Designers ascribe sym-
bolic meaning to architectural features, even in interiors and fur-
niture. For example, a fireplace or hearth can equate with the
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Piazza d'ltalia, 1975-1980; New Orleans, Louisiana; Charles Moore and William Hersey.
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carpets or rugs. Designs may be stylized flowers, architectural el-
ements such as columns and capitals, asymmetrical designs, geo-
metric shapes, blocks of color, or interior elements such as
pediments. Memphis carpets have bold colors and patterns that
are geometric or abstract and often directional.

® Walls. Walls, especially in Memphis interiors, are plain and
white, off-white, or pastels when they serve as backdrops for fur-
nishings and decorative arts objects (Fig. 57-10, 57-11). Blocks of
color define or separate walls, architectural features, projections,
niches, layering, or progression. Alternative treatments include
wood paneling; sometimes rustic, textural contrasts; or decorative
murals. Venetian plaster with its multilayered effect also becomes
popular. Some designers use architectural delineations that re-
flect classicism and the tripartite order system of base, shaft, and
cornice. Colorful columns, cornice, and trim complement walls
that are either plain, have a solid-void square design, or display a
decorative mural (Fig. 57-12). Some designers, such as Moore and
Graves, like to emphasize vistas, so unique focal points (architec-
tural or painted) often appear on walls at the end of passageways.
B Windows. Arched or rectangular windows support the Post
Modem emphasis upon complexity and whimsy (Fig. 57-12). Oc-
casionally, they are surrounded by architectural details, but most
have moldings. Window treatments, which are less important
than architectural details, especially in commercial interiors, are
simple panels, either plain or in colors that support or comple-
ment the space.

® Ceilings. Ceilings may be plainly treated; decorated with paint-
ings; or coffers, compartments, layers, or coves (Fig 57-10, 57-11,
57-12). High-style spaces, such as office lobbies, showrooms, ho-
tels, and houses, often have the most dramatic treatments with
prominent recessed or concealed lighting, stepped or layered ele-
ments, or bold angles.

W Textiles and Plastic Laminates. Memphis textiles (also used for
upholstery) and plastic laminates exhibit a funky character, dense
patterns, and vibrant colors (Fig. 57-10, 57-13). The palettes and
patterns come from video games, television, ethnic textiles, new-
wave graphics, and pop culture, and create a lot of energy and

A 57-13. Textiles: Fabrics, c. 1980s; Milan, Italy; Studio
Alchimia/Memphis.

A 57-14. Llighting: Ashoka lamp, 1981; Italy; Ettore Sottsass,
Memphis.

tension in the compositions. Patterns are often abstract shapes
that look like microbes, zigzags, dots, inkspots, or electronic
wavelengths. Each pattern is unique and distinctive. Fabrics,
which become immensely popular, include cottons, wools, and
synthetics.

B Lighting. Interior lighting incorporates direct and indirect in-
candescent, fluorescent, neon, and/or halogen lamps. Lighting is
often dramatic and highlights architectural elements and interior
forms. Graves, for example, often uses indirect lighting hidden in
coves, cornices, and brackets (Fig 57-11). Architects design cus-
tom light fixtures and applications for specific interiors so that
table and floor lamps, sconces, chandeliers, pendant lights, and
surface-mounted ceiling fixtures complement the interior in
forms, materials, and design. Lighting may be in wood, ceramic,
or metal with large, simple round globes. Some look like minia-
ture buildings and feature classical motifs. Memphis designers spe-
cialize in table and floor lamps in unique, whimsical, or humorous
designs. Usually created in bright, bold colors mixed with black
and white, they stand out as art objects in an interior (Fig. 57-14).

FURNISHINGS AND DECORATIVE ARTS

Post Modern architecture inspires Post Modern furniture as de-
signers reject the spare International Style in favor of historicism,
color, pattern, and ornament. Reacting to the anonymous ma-
chine aesthetic of the Bauhaus and International Style and re-
sponding to late-19th-century ideas, designers create furniture as
art, which appears as unique objects placed or scattered about an
interior, instead of designing for mass production. They want their
works to last instead of succumbing to the notion of planned ob-
solescence exemplified by Pop furniture. No new types of furniture
are introduced, but existing ones are redesigned in unusual or odd
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A 57-15. Capitello (foam capital chair), 1971; Studio 65,

manufactured in Italy

ways or with traditional forms and motifs. Sometimes individual
pieces are blended hybrids serving double functions. Individual
furniture pieces are unique and unusual, with no common charac-
teristics other than exhibiting the creativity of the designer.

Post Modernists believe that style is paramount to function, so
they select and adapt elements from all past styles but favor clas-
sicism, Neoclassicism, Biedermeier, and Art Deco. Other influ-
ences include Pop Art, surrealism, and kitsch. Post Modern
furniture often playfully reinterprets the forms and motifs of the
past using unusual or unexpected materials, exuberant color, and
abundant ornament (Fig. 57-15, 57-18). Traditionalism is espe-
cially strong among American and British designers, whereas Eu-
ropeans and the Japanese favor a more futurist approach

® Memphis. Memphis furniture intentionally mocks Modernism
and challenges ideals of traditional decorating, such as a Memphis
living room filled with furniture that opposes the notion of status,
wealth, and formality. Although often made of inexpensive ma-
terials, Memphis furniture is not inexpensive. Furniture has de-
fined planes with large blocks of color or pattern, straight and
curved lines, and an asymmetrical emphasis (Fig. 57-16, 57-17,
57-19, 57-20, 57-21). Pieces combine broad areas of color and
decoration in geometric shapes, cubes, cones, pyramids, and/or
spheres. Contrasts of materials are a key feature and evident in
combinations of luxurious materials with inexpensive ones, such
as costly wood used with plastic laminate. Structure integrates
with decoration and/or color and defines and identifies volume.
Memphis designers create patterns that are abstract, repeating,

and nondirectional and are often presented as plastic laminates.
Color and pattern are defining elements. Bright primaries, pastels,
neutrals, black, and white may be combined in a single piece, and
each part may be a different color and/or pattern. Examples may

look odd because they challenge common or traditional notions

of comfort and function. They require people to question how
they interact with furniture in an interior and, in essence, ques-
tion their living patterns.
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Public and Private Buildings

B Materials. Materials include wood (plain, painted, and lac-
quered), aluminum, steel, plastic laminate, marble, glass, and mir-
rors (Fig. 57-15, 57-16, 57-17, 57-18, 57-19, 57-20, 57-21). The
important innovations of Post Modern and Memphis are the
widespread use of plain and decorated plastic laminate and indus-
trial materials, such as sheet metals, industrial paint, neon light-
ing, colored lights, and decorated glass. Designers especially like
materials that imitate other materials. In its use of common ma-
terials in high-style designer furniture, Memphis challenges the
notion that a particular material conveys a symbolic meaning
about living in the world.

B Seating. Seating pieces have wide diversity and uniqueness in
design (Fig. 57-16, 57-17, 57-18, 57-19). Designers experiment
greatly with form and shape, solid and void relationships, color,
character, decoration, and materials. A pseudoperiod vocabulary
defines work by Graves, Venturi, and others. Graves often uses ex-
pensive veneers and painted finishes. Venturi whimsically inter-
prets historical symbolism in his series of chairs for Knoll
International produced in molded plywood covered in laminate
or painted, and lacquered (Fig. 57-18). Memphis designers incor-
porate simpler lines and forms with bright color. Sofas and many
chairs are composed of broad planes or geometric volumes of dif-
ferent colors or patterns. Some have wood or laminate trim.

(This item omitted from WebBook edition)

A 57-18. Queen Anne, Sheraton, Art Deco, and other side chairs,

DESIGN SPOTLIGHT

Furniture: As evident in the Kandissi sofa, Memphis design-
ers challenge the intellectual content they see lacking in
modern mass-produced objects. Striving to create a new
symbolic design language, Mendini redesigns classic pieces
such as Breuer's Wassily chair. Here, he attempts to over-
come the banality of the traditional sofa by reforming it
with innovative colors, patterns, and forms. The Kandissi
sofa has lacquered wood in angular forms and a boldly pat-
terned upholstered seat and back.

» 57-19. Kandissi sofa, 1978; Italy; Alessandro Mendini, from
Studio Alchimia/Memphis Milano.

A 57-20. Kyoto end table, c. 1980s; Shiro Kuramata, manufacture}
by Memphis Milano.





