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Lockheed Lounge 152688
[designea 1985)

Design Marc Newson for Pod

Materials  Riveted sheet aluminum over
fiverglass, runber

Size 25 x 35 x 60 in.

Appearing when it did, the Lockheed Lounge's

bicbty sh ked a whole cumulstive his-
tory of assoc 18. It looked “embryohic,” but
also Surrealist. In juxtaposition ta the high tech
gerospace associations of its construction it
rendered in “natural” form the “uonatural”
aspects of technology which softer shapes—
evoking as they alid biology and craft—had long
seemed lo oppose.

Phil Patton, email to Steven Skov Holt,
April 5, 2004,

THE BLOBJECT BEGINS
TO TAKE SHAPE

STEVEN SKOV HOLT AND MARA HOLT SKOV

In 1986, a never-before-heard-of designer and self-confessed airplane nut named
Marc Newson achieved immediate giobal celebrity status based on a single piece
of furniture. Amazingly, it was shown at the Roslyn Oxley Gallery in Sydney,
Australia, not in one of the powerhouse design centers of Milan, Tokyo, London,
or Paris. Known as the Lockheed Lounge, it was a riveted aluminum chaise fongue
that looked “like a giant blob of mercury,” as Newson put it [Alice Rawsthorn,
“Newson Takes Off,” [.D. Magazine, March/April 1997, p. 741, and it caught
everyone’s attention—even if they did not know what to make of it. Built of fiber-
glass covered with thin sheets of aluminum, the Lockheed Lounge appeared to
embrace a powerful contradiction: even though it was handmade and riveted, it
conveyed an unnerving sense of fiuidity. This was a blobject before there were
blobjects—a proto-blobject that extended its legs forward just as surely as a groping
amoeba extends its pseudopods.

In name and image, the Lockheed Lounge was an homage to streamlining.
After all, Lockheed was the aerospace company that had produced aviation icons
such as the Constellation airliner and the P-38 prop fighter (which later inspired
the first automobile tail fin), not to mention more recent icons such as the SR-71
Blackbird and F-117 Stealth fighter. But at the same time, Newson's chair also
parodied streamlining, making it look like an exhausted source of imagery. Despite
the romantic flight of highlights that washed across its polished aluminum surface,
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the Lockheed Lounge was practically unsittable and resolutely immobile, as hopeless
of flight as a rock. It was a stick in the eye to the whole half century of design
tradition that took inspiration from streamlined aircraft and aerodynamically
efficient rockets. As a final twist, Newson later confided that he had spent weeks
laboriously hand-hammering the dozens of rivets into the chair's improbably shaped
fiberalass body.

In that sense, the Lockheed Lounge was a stunt, a brilliant PR gambit,
as well as a wonderful practical joke. But its notoriety demanded an encore. \Was
Newson a one-hit wonder, cr a real visionary? In response, he developed a shape
he dubbed the “orgone.” Tt was a pure-form blob that was swollen at stem and
stern, a vessel waiting to be filled with meaning and purpose. But it was a form
that could e stretched, flattened, torqued, and turned to produce an almest end-
less variety of shapes. The crgone has proved to be Newson's ideal form — curvy
and appealing, yet mysterious and fiexible—the heginning of a signature form
language that he continues to riff off to this day.

One of the first of the orgone concept-based forms to be produced, the
Embryo chair takes the essence of the Lockheed Lounge and squeezes it intc a
brightly cclored neoprene wet suit. The Embryo chair seems to have sprung whole
from Newson’s childhood memories of Australia’s north coast and his dreams of
astronauts, airplanes, and space stations; it continues to this day to epitomize
futur'stic design.

Marc Newson, aloran in 44

Booth Clioborn Editions, London, 1§
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Earlier that decade, Hartmut Es slinger and his firm frog design were

creating their own design language—a complete system of nroportior 1 radii

A

that was determining the look of Apple products, For Ess inger, this was not an

instance of “form following function,” but rather of “farm following emotion.”

Esslinger and frog de =sign were pioneers in expandin g the physical and psych: ologi-
cal possibilities for exuberant, expressive form. Their designs were Lypified by a
neightened sense of proportion, an increased use of color, ang an emphasis on con-

Ceptual and technological possibilities. As this aporoach gained currency in the
f 4 [ Y i

late-1980s design w orld, “form follows emaction” also came to be known as “soft

tech,” a term that first flourished in the 1970s when eca ocist Amory Lovins used

it to refer to renewable er nergy resources. Regrettably, the designers using the term

oft tech did not make a kno Ing connection o earlier eco advocacy.

Karim Rashid has also created a group of Lrademark forms, which appear

r

throughout his work. The capsule, the hourglass, the free

orm blob, and the asterisk
are all in his kit of parts, lending a consistent message to everything he touches,
Early suggestions of these forms are apparent in the lighting and art furniture he
created in the late 1980s. In particular, the Farrago lamp has an attenuated
hourglass curve, a pointy, star-shaped melal base, and a quirkily disprepartion
ate snate—"farrago” accordingly means a hod gepocae, or collection of ideas.
A|EhCngh ne may have begun with a farraco, Rashid has spent nearly two decades

refining his forms and his desian message. The results are unmistakable, He is
nowvs considered to be the prolific leader of the international blonject phenomenon-

fitting for a designer who is Egyntian-born, Canadian-raised, Ttalian-infiue need,

frollerskates

42 Blobjects & Beyund: The Now F

dity in Design

Farrago table lamp 572
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and New York-based. His media-spanning work has resulted in cbjects as diverse
as soap dispensers, chairs, paintings, perfume bottles, conceptual installations,
fabric, lamps, DJ tables, carpets, and more; his influence cannot be overestimated
at this point.

Although the one-of-a-kind Farrago lamp and other early Rashid projects
were largely produced in isolation, they took place amidst a much larger explosion
in the area of furniture. In Milan, ventures such as Memphis and Studio Alchimia
were redefining the terms under which chairs and tables, lighting, and domestic
products could be mace, used, and discussed. In the United States, American art
furniture was happening seemingly everywhere across the country. But it was at
its most vital in New York. The city was the cynosure for a generation of painters,
sculptors, designers, and architects who were all positively charged with the desire
to see furniture function as a kind of laboratory for desion expzrimentation. Although
still radically underappreciated to this day, American art furniture offers an alter-
native visual track to what most designers think is possible and what most manu-
facturers think is permissible.

Godley-Schwan was one of the art-design hybrids that worked between
the one-off world of galleries and exhibitions and the voluma demands—and cash-
flow crunches—of actual furniture production. A husband-and-wife team, Lyn Godley
and Lloyd Schwan created a series of well-built but whimsical furniture such as
the Otto cabinet in the early 1990s. Manufactured in bent plywood, the Otto still
had a planar, two-dimensional quality to it—as if their sketches for the piece had

come to life in the workshop. 1t presented an ambiguous message, appearing new

and modern while also containing a multiple-layered series of historical references
10 1950s and 1960s style.
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Newson’s and Rashid’s early work draws attention to the other examples
of fluid form that were simultaneously emerging from the studios of international
designers in Lhe late 1980s  designers like Philippe Starck, Kenji Ekuan, Ron

A

Arad, and particularly Ross |

ovegrove. These designers appeared to be coming to

the same aesthetic conclusions, a collective zeitgeist that could be ccmpared to

the rise of abstract painting in various parts of the world after World War 11, As

a group, their early curvaceous work signaled a move away from the strict modern

hox approcach— the “whiteness & lightness and lzanness & cleanness and bareness
& spareness of it all” that Tom Wolfe famously railed aganst in From Bauhaus {0
Our House LFarrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, 1981, p. 41. In contrast, this new
Auidity felt warm and pluralistic, rich and full of cptimism.

By Lhe early 1990s, other designers had hegun to show the same impulse
toward curvaceous design—even before they had the software tools to enable the
quick creation of blohay forms. Much of this werk came out of the United Kingdom,
ana reflected the ongoing British invasion that was cccurring in design as well as
other creative areas, including music, fashien, and cuisine. For example, Roya

grove and Stephen Peart teamed up to design their fluid

wrist rest, mouse pad, and lumbar support for Knoll. Significantly, the Surf Col-

ed for the prevention of ca-pal tunnel

Surf Collection 17%

Andrea Coddington, "t

I 16,




British graphic designer Neville Brody explored the impact of digitiza-

tion on text in his experimental 1992 typeface Digitalogue. Brody was al-eady
known for revelutionizing magazine design with his type treatments for The Face
in the 1980s, hut Digitalogue went a step heyond anything he had done up to that
point. This was a Rorschach inkblot of a typeface, constructed lovingly from a
series of blob compaonents that were orchestrated into a beautiful, flowing series
of letterforms that tested but never guite defied leginility. The G letterform
alone comprises no less than twenty-five olack blohs sitting atop a lesser but still
significant number (nine each) of gray and blue linking blob forms. Digitalogue’s
typeforms seem forever to be in the process of necoming, never just neing, as Lhey
assemb e and disassemble into focus—a result worthy of being framed and hung

on a museum wall.
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La Cucina Elettrica domestic
appliances 'vud

Desigr Thilips 1 Team for
A
vatensals

On the domestic products front was La Cucina Elettrica, a joint explora-
tion between Philips Electronics, the multinational electronics giant, and Alessi, the
small but influential high-end Italian domestic products manufacturer, to rethink
the benign appliances that sit guietly on our kitchen counters. The goal of the project
was to create a set of “warm, poetic tools with no loss of functionality and with an
enhanced humanistic character,” according to Philins’s Stefano Marzano in La
Cucina Elettrica, the book that tells the story [Flecta/a essi, Milan, 1994, p. 2111.
The result is a strange and wonderful cartoonlike family of blobby kitchen electron-
ics—toaster, coffeemaker, kettle, and juicer—each with a distinct persenality.
The group would be further refined for actual production, but La Cucina Elettrica
stands as a prime example of the kind of visionary thinking underlying the creation
of nlobjects.

Up to this point in the early 1990s, architecture-based CAD {computer
aided design) software was limited, as it was based on Cartesian models that made
no allowances for the kinds of curves desianers increasingly wanted to create. In
1995, a typical design project went from heing dra

v by industrial designers in a

2-D software package to then being completely redrawn in a more robust 3-D soft

ware package used by mechanical engineers. The problem with such translations,
even if the design work was imported directly into the engineering program, is

that they lost the nuances, the subtle differ

es in shape, proportion, and detail

that got the designers excited in the first place.




But eventually software was developed that empowered both industria

designers and engineers, and as it did, it caught up with the ideas for curvaceous and

organic forms that designers wanted to explore. It did so in the flexible, algorithm
nased modeling programs originally designed for the special effects and animation
industry, which encouraged dynamic curves and shape-shifting forms. Software

programs with functions such as Metaballs, Splines, Bezier Splines, and NURBS

(Non-Uniform Rational Bezier Splines) have had an enormous impact on the
industrial designers and architects who have embraced them. Form creation and
modeling have become organ’c rather than orthogonal, facilitating the compesition
of unusual and asymmetrical forms. Architect Greg Lynn was one of the first
architects to explore the use of Alias’s Maya animation software as a new kind of
form-generator for architecture, and he remains a leader in the drive to exolore
the medium as a liherating tool.

Not only was the software changing, so was the design of the computer
itself. The typical beige box was slowly being transformed by colors, personalized

details, and clever peripherals. But the beginning of the true revalution in computer

design can best be seen in products such as Thomas Meyerhoffer's eMate, designed
for Apole in 1996, a translucent portable computer aimed at the schoal market.
At first glance its shape is suggestive of a fabric bag—a school book bag whose
contents look as though they have shifted to the bottom. But from another nerspec
tive, unfolded and open, it recalls a wooden lift-top desk. Produced in bright y
colored polycarbonate plastic, the eMate was about bringing play to education;

the e’ in the name stood for “education,” not “electronic.”
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Although the efdate signaled a bold direction and received a fair amount
of attention, Apple as a company was floundering in 1996. 1t was suffering from

e unclear until Steve Jobs re-assumed the

a loss of vision, and its next sieps

it is easy Lo see the elMate as essentially a study

) role. Of course, in retrospect

only two years later. Not only did the eMate

tor the (Mac and (Book that follc

lead to the ildac moniker, hut its integrated handle created a model of portability,

its translucent plastic prefigured the translucency of subsequent generations of

iMacs, and the fact that it was delivered Internet-ready set high expectations for

both Apple and PC users.

The introgucticn of the deskiop iMacin 1998 signaled a hanner year
per'haps even a tipping peint for nlobjects. That same year Volkswagen introduced
the new Beetle, and Nike debuted its award-winning Triax watch {a new and wildly
profitable category of merchandisel. That year proved to be the beginning of a

rey

val for Apple and VW, both of which were struggling to hold their markets in

the mid-1990s. By employing design in such an overt and adventurous manner, hoth
ompanies drougnt a much-needed freshness to their products, and essentially
turned their fortunes around through intelligent use of design.
The Beetle, the Triax, and the /Mac alse all served as colorful symbols

of the design-led surges of their respective companies—along the way capturing the

imaginations, hearts, and emotions of consumers. The ifldac was huggable, the Triax

was show-offable, and the VW smiled both coming and going. With gach, design

was used as a way to exoress a higher level of care. How could one not be attrac

Lo such products?

lee Tr|ax watch




Volkswagen Beetle 1%
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By 1998, the blobject was no longer the just the evocative shape of
choice for the individual designer or adventurous small firm. It had entered the
corporate realm and now carried with it the support of other design disciplines, as
well as expertise from other key corporate areas, including strategy, marketing,

communications, and advertising. The blobject had become commaeadified and corp-

oratized, and once the business world committed teo it, it had the power to make
it ubiquitous.

riax, and Bestie, the blobj

s illustrated by th

proven vessel for consumer engagement—and can be refined Lo

est levels a),::al and marketability. But it was not simply about a corporate

1 language. There ws 'on"e:h'rg in the cornucopia-ike fullness

of the blobject’s form that both mirrored the abundance inherent in American cul-
ture after World War L1 and made people instantly keen to its appearance. This

combination made the blobject the ideal global ambassador for a world of con-
105

sumers that wanted Lo helieve in the best possihilities of the American Dream—not

the now-mythical America of Ellis Island, equality for everyone, and hard work

rewarded, but in the news America of supersized, near-effortless consumption.
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Jube Jube lamp 7001

Scot Laughton for Lolah
Earthenware ceramic with glaze
17x8x41.5in,

before me no
fthe as it was portrayed in

es, books, and

THE LOOK AND FEEL
OF OPTIMISM

STEVEN SKOV HOLT AND MARA HOLT SKOV

What, then, is a blobby object or a blobject? 1t is a product, graphic, building, or
other form of designed object that brings together in one entity several of the fol-
lowing qualities: a pleasing plasticity of fluid form, a delicious sense of color, a
chance to exist at any scale, a heightened sense of flowing materiality, and a power-
ful connection to our emotions, including a strong optimistic tendency.

Today’s blabjects rely on the powers unleashed by the computer, partic-
ularly the software-based modeling programs that have encouraged new low-cost
explorations in form making and new options in rapid prototyping and production.
Across the various avenues of design, advances in building, molding, pixel capture,
and materials technology have resulted in new creative possibilities for the look of
even the most ordinary project. Yet Av-/hile the new technological possibilities are
wondrous, they do not solve the truly fundamental questions. Blobjects fail or
succeed by doing what other epochal design solutions have done before them: by
comaining technological mastery with cultural expression.

That same combination of technological mastery and cultural expression
produced the essential “rightness” of the streamlined shapes of the 1930s, the
biomorphic shapes of the 1940s and 1950s, and the psychedelic, swirling shapes
of the 1960s and early 1970s. Each provided the defining imagery of its era, a
visually symbolic summary of what was and what could be— just as the blobject
does for us today.

The Look and Feel of Optimism 57




Form
A blobject is first and foremost an expression of pure form—a unified arrangement

of matter helg together by a rounded, curvy skin, housing, or enclosure. A hlobjec

is defined by its quintessential Auidity, viewed from any perspective. Classic varia-
tions on the blobject’s form are the hourglass, kidney, beach rock, and amoeboid Size 24x40x4

shapes. A blobject can be as minimal as

lumes joined together by
a simple membrane, as in the Jube Jube lamp by Toronte-based designer Scot

Laughton. Here is lighting that hovers gracefully in the air while casting a gentle,

nlob-shaped peol of light. Reductive designs such as this seem natural for a furni-

Lure design group that grew & custom yacht manufacturing frm in an

industry where design is celebrated for its restraint.

Or a blobject can be as complex as the undulating surface of Karim
Rashid’s designed-to-be-iconic Blobject chair, one of an extended family of projects
with curve-friendly names like Blibs, Blobs, Pods, Plobs, Globjects, Lobjects, and

n

Mutablobs (p. 231). The curvaceous forms that Rashid was struggling to get on

the market in the 1980s and early 1990s were given new life as

™~

availability of 3-D surfacing and modeling software caught up to his ideas, and

Rashid’s relentless work ethic garnered him increasing media attention.

Wovo Servware bowl 7010}
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Color

A blobject is enhanced hy the conscious, conspicucus, and delicious use of color—
nighlighting its form, material, and friendliness, and giving the design an emotional
nook. A blabject can be one single, exuberant color, as it is 'n the bright-green
A.U. chairs for Edra by Japanese design duo Setsu and Shinobu Ito. These chairs—
a firmer and perkier take on the beanbag —offer an informal way of sitting that is
set off by their supersaturated, high-contrast hue. Celor can also be employed
in &n exciting, multihued manner, as it is in the Colour and Form animation for
Londen’s Design IMuseum created by London-nased Saville Associates. Represent-

ing the cpposite extreme of astronomy’s black hale, the vibrant imagery employs

color in the rainbow in a swirling, pulsing formation that suggests emergence
rather than disappearance—an aporopriately upheat, abungant, and attention

getting use of color.

Col

our and Form animation
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Scale

Embracing the lessons encapsulated in Charles and Ray Eames’s film Powers of 10,
blobjects can exist and function at almost any scale. Just as Powers of 10 moves

from the perscnal to the cosmic and then all of the way back to the microscopic,

blobject-like forms are evident inside cur bodies and at the reaches of our built

world. We can see the form language of blobjects in the v ve have envisioned

everything from blood cells (pp. 112, 214) to important new buildings including,
Future System’s Selfridges (n. 130} and spacelab’s Kunsthaus (p. 185). In hetween

a

the scale of cell renderings and urban emporia, a rich range of products, furniture,

images, and environments offer further evidence of the cegree to which blobjects

are scalable across various contexts. A blobject can be a button detail on a cel
phaone; it can be the cell phone itself; it can be the table that the cell phone sits

on; it can be the room envirenment that the table is in; and it can be the building

that contains the room. In shert, a blohject can take the form of anything “from
a spoon to a city,” in the formula first suggested by the Italian post World War
IT designer Ernesto N. Rogers. The lesson is clear: a structure or form language
that finds success at one scale—as blobjects do in relation to our bodies—has a

greater chance of being successful at other scales and in other contexts.

Rio portable CD player 207°

gn for Digita

| e
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Germano Celant, “The Architecture of
Sacrifice,” Gastano Pesce; -isei
Museum of Art/Peter Joseph
Gallery, New York, 1991, 2. 18,
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Work, Tel Aviy

< Rock doorstop 1997
Design Marc Newsen for Magis
Material Blow-molgec polyethylene
Size 6x9.25x5in,

Materiality
A blobject is not just made of material; it celebrates its materiality—using water,
bits and pixels, and plastic. As industrial design has led the way, it has often been
plastics—and their inherent plasticity—that have defined blobjects. Nowadays, the
plastic of choice is usually one of the new “polys’: polypropylene, poly-carbonate,
polyethylene, or polyurethane resin. Philippe Starck’s pelypropylene Tooth stool
was created through the cost-effective manufacturing process of rotational molding;
for comic good measure, the polypropylene was given a metallic sheen. Essentially
a rounded caricature of a molar, the Tooth joins Starck’s already sizable family of
products that are not only useful objects but clever visual puns at the same time.
Marc Newson's polyethylene Rock doorstop is hollow, intended to he
filled with a ballast of sand or water on-site, thus making smart, minimal use of
materials. The genius of the Rock is that Newson and his manufacturer, Magis,
have taken on the lowly doorstop—an object almost never deemed wo rthy of con-
sideration by designers—and made it a form worthy of celebration. Reciprocally,
Newson has demonstrated that blobjects can cheerfully take on even the most
simple and banal of jobs and still result in a completely delightful design solution.

< Tooth stool 2002

Design Philippe Starck for X0

Material  Rotation-molded polypropylene
Size 1725 %1 5:75n:
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Emotion

A blobject engenders emotion—an immediate visceral response to |

caricatured, or otherwise exuberant form, abetted by its particular celor and

material. A alobject is optimistic, familiar, and -;valcomiwg; even the smallest bloh-

ject can project a larger-than-life attention-getting presence. A blobect is purpose-

fully engineered, physically as well as psychaolo

gically, to appeal to our senses, our

w
(24

ense of self, and our appetites—either for companionst ip, nourishment, acquisi

tion, sex, or fantasy. It is the first class of objects to be spontaneot

designed
by a myriad of designers arcund the world, all operating on a form-follows-
emotion basis.

I'he soft forms and textures of the Philou shampoo and conditicner bottles
designed by Yves Behar of fuseproject seduce the e emotions, agpealing to no less
than three of the five senses. Their curvy forms and gentle colors please the eye;

their soft polyurethane material i

es to the touch anca feels generous and tactile

n the hand; and their unexpected scent (permeable plastic!) hi

wafting youth-oriented aromas (such as licorice, bubble gum, and banana) toward

the consumer. Although criginating in the pure geometry of a tilted-axis oveid, the

soft-focus, matte-finish bottles tap deep into the emotional unconscio us, sugaest-

ng the fullnass of a breast hic

with & color-enhanced, high-gloss, nipnle

like cap. A blobject archetype.

Philou shampoo and
condltloner bottles 7000
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The most powerful emational hook that a olobject has is its inherent
friendliness. A blobject is always inviting, it encourages touch and interaction,
and it responds with softness of form, material, and experience. Tt is more puppy
than full-grown dog, more Teletuhby than troublec teen. Tt asks to he held, even
cudcled. A blohject such as the 1996 Vespa scooter redesign can he said to repre-
sent both the visual and the experiential epitome of chilclike innocence, albeit an

innocence with a mare-than-knowing wink. In this sense, a blobject tells us some-

thing about ourselves and the way that our dominant adult culture turns to its
youth subcultures for inspiration, validation, and hope.

As a result of our accelerated culture, the blobject as we now know it
will undoubtedly undergo further permutations, but the method and the message
behind it will endure. The blohject will always represent the fertile, hybrid moment
at the end of one millennium and the heginning of another—a time when the bits
and nytes of computer design succeeded in expressing the sensuality, fuidity, and
optimism representative of the hest parts of travel, exchange, and clobal culture.
Blobjects refiect one avenue of possibility for finding new beauty, delight, and
meaning in an increasingly linked, increasingly interdependent world that emerged
not by plan but by a spontaneous and simultaneous evelution of form, cofor, scale,

materiality, and emotion.

> Vespa ET2 1054
Design Design Team for Piaggio
n esl and monocogus

troke, single
cylincer 49.4 co

Size 43 x 28 x 70.12¢
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