
tion, production and consumption? Is it
merely a question for you or a presupposition
that comes to light in practice for the designer
or progressively through the analysis of objects?

Catherine Geel: It’s not something – use,
consumption, art – that I see as a hierarchi-
cal ensemble as each notion includes several
complex levels. The category of use, to
begin there, is tough. As for the closer links
between art and design the link is obvious,
but not necessarily a very interesting paral-
lel in terms of ambivalence, which is often
the question asked and can be answered 
relatively quickly. The issue of consumption
is extremely important today as it is difficult
to really put a finger on it. I would tend 
to place use and art after consumption, a
“moral” and “fair” consumption that 
necessarily includes the two other presup-
positions, in favour of an interdependence
more than a hierarchy which complicates
the examination of design every time.

O.A.: Have there been any successful attempts
to qualify design? Who, among practitioners,
the press, curators, collectors, amateurs and
researchers has taken it on? I must confess that
the practitioner has no real reason to try to the-
orise what he or she is doing, it could even lead
to a block in the fluidity and effectiveness of
his or her work.

C.G.: We have to take on board the idea that
the designer is a general practitioner and as
such, like your local doctor, has some gen-
eral relatively vague principles, that
delicious shrug of the shoulders, but very
precise particular practices. When he or she
is presenting their work, describing their
profession, activity convictions or positions,
looking at a project, they always speaks in
the first person like a GP who has, not the
right, but the possibility to see things in
their globality. One other thing, perhaps
anecdotal but which seems important to
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Olivier Assouly: From what angle should we
examine design, as an attachment to style, to
the applied arts, to innovation, to engineering
of conception and innovation, to a generalist
approach to the different operations of concep-
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me, is that good designers are good
observers of things in as much as they are
concerned with use and consumption. In
doing so, they know how to look in a gen-
eral manner and in a precise manner, how
things work, whether it is a gesture or a
process, they are aware of how a factory
works, what a material is made of, and then
will explain a process of their own. As for
the other categories, design scholars are few
and far between but their numbers are
growing. The press, collectors, dealers or
curators are all opinion leaders and in the
moment. They can talk about design and
give a critical opinion, but they do not have
the time or often do not have the knowledge
to attempt to qualify the discipline. The
market is open, whether in good shape or
bad; they are there to do business, to make
outrageous claims and play for territory.
From my point of view it’s quite good fun,
not terribly intellectual but not without
intelligence. The milieu is quite lively, ideas
are thrown about but there is no real in-
depth taxonomical debate besides the main
categories of “decorative”, “modern” and
“post-modern”.

O.A.: You surreptitiously introduced the idea
that there was such a thing as a good designer,
as opposed to a bad one I’d imagine and what
interests me in this distinction is that it is in
some way a manner in which to define design.
If there is partition, doesn’t that automatically
mean qualification?

C.G.: The distinction is harsh at first
glance. But design is a profession that is
learned because methods and theories of
conception exist – even if these theories
such as Gestalt for example are no longer
extensively taught. I would say that a
mediocre designer expresses a method and
the things attached to the method. Beyond
the quality or the aesthetic pertinence of
their creations, a good designer manages to

speak about their practice as a method of
conception and manages to outline it
clearly. In addition, history enables us to
determine who was good and who was not.
It is interesting that designers like to estab-
lish that they are good, but even more so
they like to stake their claim in design his-
tory. This is worked on like a strategy and
with great care, like the Bouroullec brothers
who are building intelligent archives about
their projects that aim to establish their
position in the history of design. They are
constituting a base of information and
material as if in a position of exegesis rela-
tive to their work that will constitute a
design historian’s dream in the future.
Whether or not history will remember them
in 150 years is another question entirely but
it might be interesting to observe the valid-
ity of such a patient and meticulous record.
We won’t be here to see it, neither will they,
that is the strangeness of this profoundly
human situation.

O.A.: Independently of the narcissistic and
strategic nature of this type of approach on a
commercial level, it is nonetheless a modern
attitude in as much as the producer takes on
the role of the critic, the reception of the work,
and at least criticism and evaluation are ele-
ments that are inherent to the work. What do
you think, taking into account that what goes
for art does not necessarily always apply to
design? It is true that there is a point in mod-
ern art where the work is not just supported by
commentary and the gloss of artists like Van
Gogh or Gauguin; I would say that these
words are an integral part of the work without
which it is unintelligible. In a certain way, the
words prolong the artistic fact, like for
Kandinsky. 

C.G.: True, but this task was that of the
critic and not of the designer himself.
Nevertheless while Kandinsky or Klee, who
both taught at Bauhaus, decided to pose as



O.A.: It is true that a design practitioner is
under no obligation to formalise or verbalise
what he or she is doing in a theoretical form,
all the more since the topicalisation of his or
her activity pushed to the limit could inhibit
his or her ability to work. But this does not
exclude the existence of a mode of reflection
that is the practitioner’s own that does not nec-
essarily have to take the form of an academic
or theoretical thesis. But I would like to get
back to the idea that design does not simply
produce merchandise, objects or services, but
that it relies also an the underlying idea that
everything it produces corresponds to a social
need or even a higher aim for civilisation, in
the knowledge that these objectives do not need
to be announced as such but they are as if inte-
grated, naturalised in his or her production. 

C.G.: Yes, this is the case for Morris, and
was also for Werkbund, Bauhaus, Ulm and
the Italian radicals. But all of these design-
ers were preoccupied with handing down
theory. For the majority this is not the case
as most of the things produced by designers
are commissioned, or come from a desire. In
general, a designer produces for a manufac-
turer, an editor, according to a brief, to the
demands of a marketing department and
will as such make the design “stick” to the
demands of the client and find the contex-
tual justifications afterwards. In art history,
a parallel could be drawn with the period
where the artist was commissioned to paint
a certain work. Herein lies the paradox of
the designer between what he or she pre-
tends to be and exactly what he or she
contributes to. Today, in his own way the
designer represents himself or herself, as
does Olivier Peyricot for example, from
whom I requested a piece on the subject, as
a person who tends wounds, even a healer, a
bit like in Les maîtres fous2 (1953) by Jean
Rouch a film in which the ethnologist films
a trance. In a scene in the film, during a
trance, individuals give the group all types

theorists, or Mendini for the Italian design-
ers who was, like some, a magazine editor,
this is absolutely not the case for the
Bouroullec brothers and the vast majority of
designers who do not know how to produce
writing and theoretical formalisation.

O.A.: But, in design have there not been
attempts at portrayal by the designer himself of
his mission and objectives, that implicitly
result in a qualification of design and a defini-
tion of his or her activity?

C.G.: Yes, there have been and there will be
more. I feel that there are constantly
attempts to explain design by designers.
These writings always hover over the ques-
tion of design and this is what makes them
so beautiful. The language is often gener-
ous, always intelligent and sometimes
naive. It would be untrue to say that there
have been attempts to qualify design specif-
ically using the categories we mentioned at
the start of use, art or consumption. The
attempts are more in line with a statement
and a possibility of action. For example, in
the case of William Morris1, he talks about
design, and through it a plan for society, but
he does not address the users of design, the
end-users. He addresses the workers, so he
is not talking to the right people. The right
people didn’t hear what he had to say in as
much as he described industry  from the
point of view of nature noting the destruc-
tion being caused by industrialisation, for
example, a question that fell on deaf ears
120 years ago. In addition, Morris based his
theories from the point of view of produc-
tion on the edges of the categories of
consumption, use and art, by bringing them
together in an osmosis that is difficult to dis-
entangle, even by Morris himself. I have
always wondered who designers are really
talking to. Sottsass said he was talking to
other designers. Between peers, there is no
need for definitions.



of accessories such as a dress or a hat.
Designers are like the people who supply
the accessories while observing certain types
of behaviour that produce a certain context,
managing to determine what is needed as a
complement. This is quite a good definition
of design, the role of the designer and
design today is always going to be ambiva-
lent – is the designer there for things to go
the way they should or to influence the way
things happen?

O.A.: Is there a designer’s tradition that
involves presenting work in the light of ideas
such as well-being, comfort, progress, happi-
ness or even the social utopias of
emancipation? I want to insist on this point in
as much as I feel that the designer, overcome by
consumption, often attempts to neutralise his
rapport with the market in the name of func-
tionalist or moral values. 

C.G.: Designers are not the ones who bring
progress strictly speaking, they benefit from
the transfers of technology, in particular
military technology to the market, but they
are the ones who give a shape – a beautiful
shape – and as such see themselves as the
adjuvant and one of the conditions neces-
sary for progress. In addition, consumption
remains the paradox of the designer: it is the
designer’s hell and the condition for his or
her existence as a professional. It is for this
reason that designers speak for themselves
and not about the general situation in the
activity. I think that it’s extremely compli-
cated for a designer to be very clear about
his or her ambitions as a “designer”. As for
the question of utopias, this proves itself to
be a much broader issue than the traditional
question about use or consumption, but it is
important in as much as it often analyses
the market it wishes to remodel differently.
This is the case of the, in my opinion, amaz-
ing studies by the Italians from 1965
onwards. Today, we could say that they tend

to repeat themselves a little but they remain
excellent.

O.A.: Why not establish a comparison between
design and the cinema as it is also intrinsically
linked to industrial production, organisation,
distribution and commercialisation?

C.G.: That’s possible, but the objectives are
quite different in as much as the question of
the usefulness of what is produced is a real
issue for the designer. While there are some
interesting parallels to be made between
craftsmanship – industry – commissioner –
producer – distribution circuit – mass distri-
bution, etc., there is a realm of fantasy
available to a film director that distinguishes
his role from that of the designer who tries
to inject, and above all justify his position
and his practices in the project. 

O.A.: What role is played by institutions in
the process of the qualification of design,
with, for example the Éducation nationale
(French educational system) undertaking
the job of renaming courses and replacing
the term arts appliqués with that of design ?

C.G.: Perhaps it is the Éducation nationale
that uses the term best as they use it for any-
thing and everything, independently of any
theorising or reflection. For example the
term “culture design” in schools for the
applied arts also covers fashion classes, art
history etc. due to the fact that there are few
people specialised in the history of design.
But I must admit that the Éducation
nationale should address the issues of quali-
fication and taxonomy given its position. Is
it because it is in the air du temps that where
I teach, at the ENS at Cachan, design
appears to have taken over from the concept
of applied arts? Not just for this reason hap-
pily. This change is relevant but at the same
time it would have been interesting to try to
examine the question of the lack of defini-



tion for designers and to attempt to establish
categories. 

O.A.: However, does the passage from the term
applied arts to design merely reflect the awk-
ward or opportunistic use of the term, or does
is reflect something more fundamental that is
not covered by this lexical shift?

C.G.: This question is all the more relevant
if we read a text written by students at
Cachan regarding the applied arts in reac-
tion to an article that I had published in
Azimuts3. In the article I wondered why stu-
dents were not going to become actual
design practitioners themselves, but just
become teachers. In passing, historically in
writing by designers there is a rapport
between what they do and what they are
trying to reflect on while doing it. But I
remember that the answer written by stu-
dents began by saying that they were not in
the design department but in the applied
arts department and that the term “design”
was merely a name! They went on to add
that they were teachers and unbelievably, as
such, their role as teachers was to protect the
school from the market! But we all know
that the basic question of the applied arts
and its schools is the industrial market and
what action needs to be taken to work with
the market. I feel they did not really under-
stand the non-definition of design, or, that
the definition of the applied arts was com-
pletely lost on them. We should note that
the question of craftsmanship and skills is
entirely different. There is definitely a level
of confusion about the words, and the way
in which Christine Colin establishes cate-
gories seems interesting to me, even though
even though I feel that the real issue is that
of design and the way things are conceived.
Her thesis is superbly constructed which
shows us that there are people in France of
great quality that are reflecting on design
and expressing the issues correctly. But I

must admit that I am undecided on the
issue of the decorative arts as a global issue.
I would like it to be treated in the light of
our own specific tradition. By generalising,
and failing to evoke this specific issue
means that Christine Colin’s theory seems
to be a little self-centred. For me, design is
an Anglo-Saxon and Northern European
concept. In this sphere, design does not pass
through the tradition of the decorative arts,
it was more a question of Craft and the
beginnings of concrete architecture that was
more Perret than Viollet-le Duc. It’s just not
the same thing. Design did come from the
diverging split between Arts & Crafts and
modern conception but the two movements
belong to the discipline. The French have a
hard time understanding this. The Arts &
Crafts movement is essential but is totally
absent from the French dimension, to my
knowledge. The lack of definition is not
without interest even though it is more
complex to envisage and reflect upon. If we
do not accept this non-definition, we spend
our time trying to find possible definitions
for design, as is the case of all design books
which inevitably begin with an attempt to
find a definition. 

O.A.: So if we get back to the “re-qualifica-
tion” rather than the qualification that now
means that any common or garden interior
decorator is now a “designer” apart from the
fact that we have dispensed with the pejorative
terms of “décorateur” in French for its refer-
ence to the superfluous and accessorial, is this
shift significant from a certain point of view?

C.G.: Between the terms in French of
“décorateur” and “designer” there was the
term “dessinateur de modèles” (model
drawer) written on patents in the fifties that
was not industrial aesthetician. As for the
term “designer”, it only appeared in France
timidly in the seventies. The term industrial
aesthetician was first used in the U.S. in



ting that all of this is closely linked to qual-
ity and refers to a certain manner or culture
that could be termed traditional. Eliot
Noyes was the son of an English professor, a
Greek and Latin scholar, he was a student of
Gropius and Breuer in Harvard and curator
at the MoMA.

O.A.: So what comes under the umbrella of the
term quality as it is relatively elastic and pretty
vague?

C.G.: It means the quality of the produc-
tion, of the products, the quality of the
advertising of the products or of the typog-
raphy; what we could refer to as “best
practices”. Today we could say that Olivetti
and IBM proposed access to knowledge,
Apple proposes access to entertainment. We
can see that the categories have evolved
regarding that type of knowledge or activity
of each era. It is remarkable that the iPad’s
advertising now includes a consumer lying
down having fun with the machine, watch-
ing films and holiday snaps while in the
seventies, IBM would organise extraordi-
nary exhibitions on mathematics or
Thomas Jefferson. The question that is an
issue for designers is really that of access or
use. When consumption is linked to cul-
ture, the designer finds it easier to justify his
work than when it is for sheer entertain-
ment. But the question of access to culture
is pushed to one side in favour of the 
question of consumption, leisure and 
identification. 

O.A.: Is it possible to establish a comparison
between a design that is initially culture-ori-
ented, even if utopian and early television
when it generated a high level of hope and
then illusions on its power for social emanci-
pation?

C.G.: We could basically say the same thing
about the Internet at the beginning where

product design. It corresponded to the reali-
sation that style was a market necessity.
Loewy’s demonstration on toasters is evi-
dence of this. Loewy came to the fore during
the crash of 1929, proof that design flour-
ishes in a time of crisis while we tend to
think it needs a healthy economy to grow.
Imagine two toasters, A and B. Loewy
explains to the first company (A), why they
are not selling better. He argues that with
the same technical basic design, he can
design a different cover that will mean they
cost less to produce. The issue is not the
style of the toaster, the cover of the toaster is
the means by which they solve both style
and process issues. The quality of the style
is not in question, the aim is merely to make
an aesthetic shape that will provide a solu-
tion. Then he goes to the other company
(B) and tells them the same thing so as to
create a level of differentiation. He ended
up on the cover of Time magazine at the end
of the forties with the title: “He streamlines
the sales curve”. In short, American design
is completely at ease with its association
with the market. And the big name
American designers are those who insist on
quality in production and not necessarily on
style. An American designer such as Eliot
Noyes, whose work is largely unknown, was
the head of design for IBM from 1953 to
1977, and he had a fairly simple policy that
is applied today in many corporations. He
had an architectural policy for the firm’s
buildings and the question of graphics was
handled by Paul Rand who went on to build
the image of IBM. Noyes constantly used a
mix of in-house and outside designers. He
felt that it was his job to make products that
sold well, that were simple to use and to
very clearly accompany the development of
access to knowledge through computers as
we know that the aim in the fifties and six-
ties was the PC. Eliot Noyes sums it up
rather well in his notes with the famous line
“Good design is good business”, not forget-



the hopes for emancipation faded. From
there we can still see how a certain non-def-
inition of design where things become clear
when the container and the content are both
designed, this is the case in the digital world
and made the above-mentioned trifecta of
Olivetti-IBM-Apple the most fantastic
manufacturing genealogy of design. But
they are only three companies out of all the
industry that exists in the world, the exam-
ple is the exception and cannot then be used
to qualify the thing. Neither can automo-
bile design, a vital industry, which in the
end is really just the design of covers and the
designers haven’t managed to make the use
evolve… Bucky Fuller had some amazing
ideas but they never came to fruition.

O.A.: To get away from the French situation,
how is the issue is approached abroad for the
English, the Germans, or others? 

C.G.: In England, the designer is a practi-
tioner, in his or her own domain such as a
“fashion designer”, “landscape designer” or
even a “hair designer” for the hairdresser.
Gilles de Bure often gives this example and
it is quite apt. One belongs to the broad cat-
egory of design with designers who define
the shapes that surround us. And as such
the person who works on your garden or
your hair is also a designer. This reflects the
broadness and non-definition of the thing,
with design covering all objects from the
teaspoon to the skyscraper. In that case,
even the producer of concepts, the philoso-
pher, could be termed a “thought designer”
or a “concept designer”. 

O.A.: What would be the take then on a recent,
and in my opinion opportunistic and fairly
fruitless extension of design into cooking as
culinary design? 

C.G.: If we go back to the question of qual-
ification, we realise that the people who are

interested in design are in fact in love with
its indefinability. Today, to respect levels of
expertise, it is the norm to qualify practices,
interventions and the way in which the con-
ception of these practices is defined. In fact,
this will to define has led to the following
question: is the design is badly defined
because the hierarchy of professions and
skills could be better organised? This then
refers us to what is happening in art schools
on a European level where there is a level-
ling off of different types of professions and
skills. In this case, the designer must fit a
pigeon-hole, just like other professions, in
order to then qualify the levels, or the prac-
tices. This is followed by the problems of the
university and, following that research. We
then come up against problems of norms
and normalisation, where we have to make
design fit in to the research budgets avail-
able for example to the ANR (Association
nationale pour la recherche). We are now
getting into a hierarchical system of things
that make this profession a profession just
like all the others. In parallel, still on the
subject of the university, an entire field of
reflection is aiming to organise itself so as to
determine actions, practices and categories
that will then be examined. And in order to
examine it, a definition must be found for
what a designer does. In addition, attempts
to find a definition are useful in terms of an
economic model, if only in terms of pay
scales and fiscality. This is why the lack of
definition was an opportunity for designers
who wanted to move into other areas. For
example the “food designer” comes under
this with the non-definition that means that
the designer is no longer just giving a cake a
shape but elaborating new tastes like what
Marc Brétillot unfortuately does as a gener-
alist. Because I am a functionalist and
modernist at heart, I like to think a chef
presents his food in a certain way so as to
organise what we are going to taste. 



place, simply and legitimately. This issue
was dealt with by the Italian designers,
through the Radical design movement that
showed that the modernity that claimed to
created economic order only served to cre-
ate liberal disorder. In this way the idea of
the standard piece is false, while the idea of
the little markets that will infiltrate through
the general chaos is clever. In a context of
interstices and little spaces, the role of the
gallery takes on all its meaning; galleries
consider that it is a specific, legitimate 
market that enables them to escape stan-
dardisation. In a certain way, design is
smarter, even by virtue of its indefinition, it
is nonetheless invited to contemporary art
fairs and can take advantage of a captive and
statutory market.

O.A.: To finish up I would like to get back to
the question of design and its attachment to a
territory, a place and a nation as when we
speak of Italian or Scandinavian design, that
seem to form units. Is this really the case or
merely an abuse of the language?

C.G.: If any of it has any meaning it is in
terms of the market. For example,
Scandinavian and Italian design are con-
structions and groupings of producers with
the politico-economic intention of present-
ing work abroad with an identity that is
market-friendly. However, I do not believe
in the idea of French design in as much as
there has never been a concrete wish to
build a market specific to French design. I
would be surprised if you could tell me what
are the specific stand out points of French
design. National specifics are artificial con-
structions that result from quite intelligent
economic policies on the part of producers
and entrepreneurs that are created for fairs,
triennials, salons, etc. For example, at the
end of the war the Italians didn’t have
enough money to have separate stands so
they decided to pool their resources and

O.A.: I would add, in agreement with you,
that recognising the existence of the food
designer is like thinking that the question of
shape or presentation had never occurred to a
chef before…

C.G.: Independently of any formal preten-
sion of the designer in the field of cuisine, 
it corresponds above all to a market as is
obvious from the brochures from the estab-
lishment where Marc Brétillot teaches. It
seems that food design and the possible for-
malisation of a field happens through the
intermediary of the schools and training
courses with possible career opportunities
in mind. 

O.A.: We could possibly get back to the demar-
cation between art and design by putting
forward the hypothesis that design plays on an
ambiguity, a possible confusion, as if to
increase its status and legitimacy using the
aura of art…

C.G.: Getting beyond the Duchampian ges-
ture, I think it is absolutely logical or
normal that there is a certain amount of col-
lusion, or even collision between the two
fields, as the vocabulary of contemporary
art uses a vocabulary of production, as in “to
produce a piece”, and uses production
offices that organise the work of, say, Xavier
Veilhan or Jeff Koons. It is a question of pro-
duction, not just because of the huge scale
of the work of the two artists mentioned, but
also because money must be found to pro-
duce the pieces. In general, we blame and
insinuate that design takes over contempo-
rary art spaces to gain exposure. But I think
that fundamentally in the process of the
conception of things in today’s world and
that contemporary art borrows much from
its surroundings as it is in an industrial
world. In addition, there is the market; con-
temporary art is a market that is part of the
cultural industry and as such design has a



present what became “Italian design”, well
aware of the profit to be made from the situ-
ation. So from the beginning the identity
was “created” by an economic situation.
The same goes for Scandinavian design. I
often say today that France is not a design
country but a country with designers. Is that
so bad? The question is really to understand
why this particular way of designing goods
is so misunderstood by French industrial,
political and cultural institutions. There
should be classes on the history of design in
the engineering and business schools and
not just as an example in marketing classes. 

1. See “La société de l’avenir” (November 13th 1887)
speech for the Hammersmith Socialist party in L’âge de
l’ersatz et autres textes de la civilisation moderne
(Paris, l’Encyclopédie des nuisances, 1996).
2. Watch: http://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=
YG63DlGSX98&feature=related 
3. This text is in number 34 of the magazine (October
2009).


