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Fun, Then Function, 
In Italian Design 

B y E L A I N E L O U I E 

AT " M a s t e r w o r k s : I t a l i a n 
Des ign, 1960-1994," the f i r s t 
of a two-part exh ib i t ion of 

I furn i ture and product de­
s ign , w h i c h opens today at the B a r d 
G r a d u a t e Cente r on the Upper West 
Side, fun c a n s t i l l be fun the second 
t ime around . 

T h e p lay fu l des igns f r om 1960 to 
1979 — l a m p s that look l ike m u s h ­
rooms, a c h a i r that r e s e mb l e s a 
whi te w a v e — con jure up m e m o r i e s 
of those decades, a t ime w h e n furn i ­
tu re d idn ' t need to look l ike furn i ture . 
I t w a s , a f t e r a l l , an age of e x p e r i m e n ­
tat ion. 

R . C r a i g M i l l e r , the c u r a t o r of a r ­
ch i t ec ture , des ign and g r a p h i c s at 
the D e n v e r A r t M u s e u m in Colorado 
and or ig inator of the show, had an 
exp lana t i on for the loopiness that 
in fo rmed some of the designs. " T h e 
I t a l i a n s w e r e looking a t Pop A r t and 
t r a n s f o r m i n g i t , " he sa id . " T h e I t a l ­
i ans des igned w i th e legance, se r i ous­
ness and wi t . T h a t ' s w h y the des igns 
come b a c k and e m b r a c e you, 30 
y e a r s l a t e r . " 

N i n a S t r i t z l e r - L e v in e , the d i rec to r 
of exh ib i t i ons at B a r d , sa id , " A r c h i ­
tects and des igners co l laborated 
w i t h m a n u f a c t u r e r s and w o r k e d w i t h 
p l a s t i c s , d i f ferent l a m i n a t e s , and 
even ga v e bentwood, a 19th-century 
m a t e r i a l , a new esthet ic . " 

M r . M i l l e r d iv ided the des igners 
into two groups : the modern i s t s and 
the an t imodern i s t s . 

T h e modern i s t s , l ike Joe Colombo 
and the Cas t i g l i on i b ro thers , Ach i l l e 
and P i e r G iacomo , s t r ipped the i r de­
s i gns of a n y h i s t o r i c a l r e f e rences 
and m a d e s leek, s ome t imes biomor-
phic , objects. I n the i r hands , fu rn i ­
ture and l ight ing became s c u lp tu r a l . 
An t imode rn i s t s l ike E t t o r e Sot tsass 
in fused the i r des igns w i t h pat te rn , 
o r n a m e n t and t ex ture . 

B u t a d is t inc t sense of m e r r y rule-
b r e a k i n g emerged f r o m both schools 
of thought. 

F r o m the modern i s t s c a m e the 
k ine t i c A r c o l amp . I t s g l eam ing 
rounded s ta in less -s tee l shade w a s at­
tached to an a r c that w a s 84 inches 
long and gent ly bobbed up and down 
w h e n touched. T h e l amp , w h i c h w a s 
designed in 1962 by the Cast ig l i on i 
b ro thers , often b e c ame the foca l 
point of a room. I t w a s movab le 
s cu lp ture , and people could not res i s t 
pok ing it. 

T h a t s a m e y e a r s a w the introduc­
tion of the Nesso l a m p by Gruppo 

A r c h i t e t t i U r b a n i s t i C i t t a Nova , 
w h i c h looked l ike an orange p l a s t i c 
toadstool, and in 1965, G a e Au l en t i 
designed the P ip i s t r e l l o l a m p , w h i c h 
r e semb l ed a bat. 

I f l a m p s could move, w h y couldn ' t 
c h a i r s inf late or w r a p th emse l v e s 
a round the h u m a n body? I n 1967, 
Donato D ' U r b i n o , one of the show ' s 
an t imodern i s t s , designed the in f lat ­
ab le p l as t i c B l ow c h a i r , k i n to a l l 
w h i m s i c a l in f la tab le pool toys. 

I n 1969, P i e r o G a t t i , C e s a r e Pao l i n i 
and F r a n c o Teodoro c r ea t ed the 
beanbag c h a i r , w h i c h they ca l l ed 
Sacco seat ing , whose shape con­
f o rmed to the h u m a n body. ( I t w a s 
f i l led w i t h po l ys ty rene pel lets, not 
beans. ) N e a r l y 30 y e a r s l a t e r i t s de­
scendants , squashed and rump l ed , 
l i v e in the rooms of teen-agers. 

M r . P e s c e ' s Up F i v e a r m c h a i r mm—,^^,,^^,*^-^^-
(1969) looks l ike an a b s t r a c t scu lp - " " ' ^ r T ^ . 
tu re of a seated w o m a n , complete The Olivetti 1-47 (1969). 
w i t h rounded b r eas t s . Made of c u s h ­
iony po lyure thane w rapped in 
s t r e t ch f ab r i c , " i t i s , indeed, l i ke a 
huge m a t e r n a l l a p , " the a r ch i t e c t 
s a i d at the t ime . 

E v e n a t yp ewr i t e r could be l ight-
hear ted . M r . Sot tsass s a i d h i s r ed 
p las t i c and m e t a l Va l en t ine 1-47 v e r ­
s ion for O l i ve t t i w a s " f o r use in a n y 
p lace except the office, so as not to 
r e m i n d anyone of monotonous work ­
ing h o u r s . " Des igned in 1969, i t w a s 

Furniture infused 
with the spirit of 
experimentation. 

as s l ender and compac t as other 
t y p e w r i t e r s w e r e la rge and c lunky . 
T h e r e we r e two orange buttons on 
the r ibbon spools, " l i k e the eyes of a 
robot," Mr . Sot tsass once sa id . 

T h e t y p e w r i t e r w a s des igned " t o 
keep a m a t e u r poets company on qui­
et Sundays in the count ry or to pro­
v ide a h igh ly colored object on a 
table in a studio a p a r t m e n t , " he sa id . 

T h e f i r s t pa r t of the show r u n s 
through J u n e 29. T h e second pa r t , 
w h i c h cove r s 1980 to 1994, w i l l be on 
v i ew J u l y 16 through Sept. 21 . 

T h e center is at 18 West 86th 
Street , and is open T u e s d a y through 
Sunday , 11 A .M . to 5 P .M. ( T h u r s d a y s 
unt i l 8 P .M. ) . 

A d m i s s i o n i s $2 ; $1 for studfc " 
and those 65 and older. 

Ikurly i H K u i b a g The Sacco 
chair (1969) started a style. 


