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Question 1:

Compare and Contrast two Designs by Your Chosen Designer/Group.
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Vico Magistretti, 2000.

Vico Magistretti was born in 1920 and is still working as an architect and furniture designer in Milan (where he was born). He began designing at the end of the 40s, but spent most of the 50s involved in architecture. He then returned to design (by far the majority being furniture) at the end of the 50s and has continued since then. He was educated in a time of architectural rationalism and so was taught to think logically, a lot of importance being placed on using architecture to solve social problems. In particular; the use of pre-fabrication was advocated. Much of his early work was done shortly after World War II, when reconstruction and industrialisation were rather high on everyone’s agenda. He actually began by creating low-cost furniture for the cheap apartments that were built to house those made homeless by the war. 

He was always more involved in industrial design for mass production than in one off pieces, but unlike some similar products, he designed his furniture to last. This all leads to his designs tending to be simple but effective solutions to a problem. However, he keeps them quite informal by adding a bit of fun; perhaps this was a natural reaction against the austerity of wartime conditions. Although this is all true, he still manages to make his designs innovative and stylish with elegant lines and quality finishes. Magistretti remains consistent in his approach to his work, but he continues to react to current trends and issues and is always willing to test new materials and come up with new solutions. His designs have contributed significantly to the success of Italian design.
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Vico Magistretti, The Selene Chair, 1969, plastic.

The first example of his designs that I’ve chosen to discuss is the Selene dining chair, designed in 1969. I consider this to be a typical Magistretti project. It is an early example of an all-plastic Italian chair. The use of plastic alone and the fact that it can be injection moulded in one piece, means that it would be both easily and cheaply produced. Further, it is easy to clean, light (and therefore portable) and designed to be stackable. Thus it is practical in every way and fits with Magistretti’s ethic for designing for general use. 

Other examples of his practical approach include his bookcase whose shelves could be adjusted by sliding them up or down two metal tubes, which were connected to the ceiling and floor by pressure, and a more elegant version of the traditional deckchair. 

At first glance I thought the Selene looked purely practical, on reflection however, I realised this is largely due to the colour, which is rather strong and primary. Here the chair is shown in green, but it is also available in red, white and black. In particular, the red and green can make it look like a chair designed specifically for children. However, despite this sense of fun and his enthusiasm in using a new material, he restrains himself from designing an outlandish looking chair. This is seen in the smooth, elegant curves, particularly in the s-shape of the legs. This is not purely for aesthetic benefit however, it also adds strength to the chair, whilst keeping it light and stackable. Previous designers had only improved the strength of their chair legs by making them more solid. 

Despite it’s elegance, I’m still surprised to see it was classed as a dining chair. Because of the material and colour, I can’t see it in a conventional home, which is presumably, the mass market he is producing for. Perhaps this is just due to the kind of home and furniture I am used to and my preconceptions of what dining chairs should be made of  (i.e. wood or metal and fabric). Maybe it did fit better in the potentially psychedelic dining rooms of the 70s, when extreme designs started to appear (especially in fashion). I can, however picture it better in a public space, where practicality is paramount, but elegance is still appreciated, such as a café. 

It has apparently stood the test of time however and is still produced today, so obviously there is a good market for it, perhaps in conservatories, gardens, less conventional dining rooms, cafes and canteens. I wonder however if it is used in the same way as it was when first designed.
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Vico Magistretti, The Chimera Light, 1966, plastic.

The second design I am discussing is the Chimera light, designed in 1966. It is also made from plastic and uses a similar s-shaped cross-section. However, the elegance of this design is much more obvious. It’s graceful and even sculptural and the material is not obviously plastic in this case, it looks as if it could be glass. This may be partly due to the colour. If it were a bright colour, it would look more solid, but here the light behind the white plastic blurs and softens the edges, and the translucent white plastic, which surrounds the light source, creates a soft, atmospheric rather than functional light. When lit it looks quite delicate, belying its sturdy structure. 

The use of plastic gives it the same practical properties of cheapness, wipe ability and lightness as it does the chair. However, as it wouldn’t be handled or moved as much, I feel this isn’t a reason for buying the light. It is sold purely on its look, whereas the chair is sold both on looks and functionality. 

I think this design is a very modern shape and I find it difficult to imagine it in most 60s homes. To me, unlike the Selene, the Chimera light looks as if it would fit effortlessly into a contemporary sitting room. I wouldn’t have been at all surprised to find it had been designed only a few days ago, when in fact it is 36 years old. I think Magistretti was ahead of his time with many of his designs.

It is no coincidence that both the designs I have discussed were produced in plastic, as it was Italian designers who pioneered its use. In fact, it was Magistretti’s experiments with the use of plastics that helped establish his reputation. Through his use of stylish forms and by achieving a flawless finish, Magistretti helped to raise the status of plastic from a ‘cheap and nasty’
 material to being thought of as chic and sophisticated. 

Apart from using the same material, the designs are also similar in their shape. The smooth curves of both are typical of Vico Magistretti, even down to the smoothing off of corners.

I think the timelessness of his designs (both discussed are still produced today) results largely from their simplicity, but also from Magistretti’s ability to remain logical and to keep returning to review the feasibility of his ideas. In Magistretti’s opinion, ’The work of the designer should not get too tied up in minute definitions of all aspects of every detail.’
 Therefore, he likes to work closely with manufacturers, seeing the designer’s role as coming up with a concept and allowing the manufacturers’ technical ability to determine the realisation of this idea. His view that a design is not actually created until the product is produced means that he keeps in sight his aim of designing a finished, useful product. I think that by close collaboration with manufacturers and by keeping sight of his final aim, Magistretti consistently succeeds in designing useful furniture. 

To summarise, I believe the examples I have chosen demonstrate his simple elegant and practical style, which allows him to design such enduring, classic products.
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