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Memphis: Plastic Field

This exhibition presents over 150 pieces of furniture, 
lighting, textiles, ceramics, glass and metalware by the 
Memphis group, whose bold and playful look pushed 
boundaries and sparked a new era in international design in 
the 1980s. 

Founded by Italian architect Ettore Sottsass in 1981, 
Memphis brought together an international collective of 
young designers who wanted to overturn traditional 
principles of design based on functionality. The group’s first 
collection caused a sensation, breaking the codes of 20th 
century modernism and challenging ideas of ‘good taste’.

Memphis changed the course of design, fashion, 
architecture, music and film. Their aim was to rip-up the 
rulebook and free up new possibilities. ‘Can we imagine a 
new world by drawing another chair, another table, another 
light, another vase?’ asked founding member Martine Bedin. 
Following this call to action, the Memphis group invites us 
to reconsider, reinvent, and rebuild a new visual language 
for the future.

Memphis: Plastic Field at MK Gallery is a reinterpretation of 
presentations at The Museum of Decorative Arts and 
Design, Bordeaux and Fondazione Berengo, Venice. The 
exhibition is produced with Memphis srl, Milano and 
designed by IB Studio, Milan (Architects Isabella Invernizzi & 
Beatrice Bonzanigo).



GSPublisherVersion 0.21.100.100

Christoph Radl, “Isole”,
HPL Print laminate, Memphis 

1982.

Michele De Lucchi, “Fantastic”, 
HPL Print laminate, Memphis 

1981.

Michele De Lucchi, 
“Traumatic”, HPL Print 

laminate, Memphis 1983.
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FIRST



Memphis was founded on 11th December 1980 at Ettore 
Sottsass’s Milan apartment ‘in a festive, excited, smoke-filled 
and comradely atmosphere with lots of music and white 
wine’. All the designers were in their twenties, except 
Sottsass who was already an established designer in his 
sixties. That evening, as the group were listening to Bob 
Dylan’s Stuck inside of Mobile with the Memphis Blues 
Again, Sottsass declared ‘let’s call it Memphis’. Memphis is 
both the ancient capital of Egypt, and the US city of Aretha 
Franklin and Elvis Presley. Ancient and contemporary, 
sacred and pop, ‘Memphis’ was an evocative name that 
matched the group’s aspirations. Mixing ‘high’ and ‘low’ 
culture, the designs work on a number of levels, as serious 
and philosophical but also humorous and absurd.

Modernist design had been based on the principles of 
elegance and efficiency, that ‘form follows function’ and 
that ‘less is more’. In contrast, Memphis produced objects in 
clashing materials, patterns, colours and forms to excite the 
senses, as well as to serve a purpose. They wanted to 
liberate design from conservative norms and to prioritise 
personal sensory experience and freedom. As one critic put 
it, comparing modernism and Memphis was like comparing 
Stravinsky and punk rock.

The first Memphis presentation took place in Milan on 18 
September 1981 and included 55 items. The exhibition was 
titled ‘Memphis, The New International Style’, underlining 
their challenge to the early 20th century’s International Style 
epitomised by Le Corbusier, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, and 
the Bauhaus. The opening was attended by over 2,500 
people and the impact was immediate and international. 

Memphis: The New International Style



Ettore Sottsass
(b. 1917 Innsbruck, Austria - d. 2007) 

'We thought we were producing products that made people's lives better, 
society happier, which of course didn't happen. But we did open up the 
possibilities of design. It was like opening a window to reveal a new landscape. 
Why should a table have four identical legs? Why should laminate veneer be only 
for the kitchen and bathroom and not for a luxurious living room?' 

Ettore Sottsass was an influential Austrian-Italian architect and designer, who 
collaborated with over 100 clients in a variety of media, including ceramics, 
painting, sculpture, photography, furniture, graphics and jewellery, applying the 
same visual language across all art forms. Sottsass set up his own studio in 1947 
and was hired as a design consultant for Olivetti, an Italian manufacturer of office 
equipment in 1956. At Olivetti he designed the first Italian main-frame computer 
and the now-famous red Valentine typewriter. From 1957, Sottass also worked 
with Poltronova prototyping experimental furniture. 

A visit to India in 1961 left a lasting impression on Sottsass, consolidating his 
lifelong visual interest in anthropomorphism, influences from non-western 
cultures and the inherent colour and pattern of materials. On return from India, 
Sottsass became very ill and was sent for treatment in Palo Alto, California. From 
his hospital bed, he created some of his most important projects including the 
exhibition 'Menhir, Ziggurat, Stupas, Hydrants & Gas Pumps'. Sottsass was 
fascinated by 1960s American mass culture, consumer goods and Pop Art, which 
he described as 'opening up the suburbs and low culture, robot forms, car paint, 
assimilated by the masses'. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, Sottsass worked with the manufacturers at Abet Laminati 
to create several bodies of work in plastic laminate, including the Superboxes 
(1965/1966) - highly coloured freestanding 'wardrobe-totems'. He considered 
laminate to be its own, 'neutral' material and not an imitation of wood or marble. 
He was also involved, at this time, with a number of Radical Design collectives in 
Milan and Florence, such as Archizoom, Superstudio, Global Tools and Studio 
Alchimia

In 1980, Sottsass established Sottsass Associati and co-founded Memphis. His 
early pieces for Memphis are characterised by symmetrical silhouettes, animated 
with clashing horizontal and angled elements. In his later, more three-
dimensional designs, the contrast of cheap and luxury materials became more 
prominent. In 1985, Sottsass left Memphis to focus on Sottsass Associati and 
projects such as Wolf House, Ridgeway Colorado 
{1988) and Malpensa Airport, Milan (1994) as well as publishing Terrazzo 
magazine. 

Barbara Radice 
(b. 1943 Como, Italy) 

'Memphis was born in the winter of 1980-81 when a group of Milanese architects 
and designers felt an urgent need to reinvent an approach to design, to plan 
other spaces, to foresee other environments, to imagine other lives ... to strike a 
blow against current circumstances, as well as the weary "good taste".' 

Barbara Radice is an Italian design critic, writer and editor. She met Ettore 
Sottsass in Venice in 1976. In 1980, Memphis was founded in Radice's apartment 
in Milan, and she became the only non-designer among the collective's founding 
members. She was Memphis's historian and spokesperson, publishing the book 
Memphis: Research, Experiences, Results, Failures and Successes of New Design 
(Rizzoli, 1984), a de facto manifesto of the group's aesthetic and philosophy. She 
wrote many articles about Memphis, as well as a biography of Ettore Sottsass in 
1993 and a book of his photography in 2003. The two created and produced the 
lifestyle and design magazine Terrazzo from 1988 to 1997. 



Gallery One
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Belvedere
Aldo Cibic, 1982
Console table in granite, 
marble, stone and 
lacquered wood

Garda
Matteo Thun, 1982
Porcelain amphora

Manitoba + Ontario, Erie, 
Superior, Michigan
Matteo Thun, 1982
Tray in decorated white 
porcelain with pepper box, 
appetizer holder, toothpick 
holder, salt shaker in 
decorated white porcelain.

The Manitoba tray was designed 
by Matteo Thun for Memphis’s 
1982 collection. Alongside the 
Ontario pepper mill, the Erie 
appetizer holder, the Superior 
toothpick holder and the 
Michigan saltshaker, this tray is 
named after one of North 
America’s lakes. These pieces 
demonstrate Memphis’s 
characteristically humorous anti-
functionalism and exemplify 
what Barbara Radice called 
‘emotional objects’. The shapes 
in this set are strongly 
reminiscent of Thun’s series Rara 
Avis (rare bird), designed in 1981 
with the ceramicist Alessio Sarri.

Park Lane
Ettore Sottsass, 1983
Coffee table in fiberglass 
and marble.

Memphis designers with 
Tawaraya Bed, 1981 
Courtesy Memphis Post 
Design Gallery; 
Photo © Studio Azzurro.



Aldo Cibic 
(b. 1955 Vicenza, Italy) 

'Memphis was one of the most relevant design movements of the last century, 
and Milan was the Silicon Valley of design.' 

Aldo Cibic is a self-taught Italian architect and designer who moved to Milan in 
1980, where he joined Sottsass Associati, first as an apprentice and then, as a 
partner. In 1981, Cibic became one of the founding members of Memphis, both 
contributing designs and acting as the group's contributor and project manager 
until its dissolution in 1987. Cibic produced a range of designs for Memphis 
which are often more subtle and subdued in their use of colour, compared to the 
other designers. 

In 1989, Cibic went on to found his own design studio, Cibic & Partners, where 
he directed his attention to industrial design. In 2010, he established Cibic 
Workshop, a research space for sustainable, contemporary design for public 
spaces.

Matteo Thun 
(b. 1952 Balzano, Italy) 

'Product design in the late 1970s was totally frozen. We admired the designers of 
Bauhaus, but felt constricted by their dogma. That frustration forced us to seek 
an alternative.' 

Matteo Thun is an Italian architect, designer and ceramicist who studied in 
Florence under visionary architects' Superstudio's Adolfo Natalini. In 1978, Thun 
moved to Milan to work at Sottsass Associati and became a founding member of 
Memphis. Thun is best known for his ceramics, which often have animal or 
pyramidal forms with jagged edges, combining ornamental and architectural 
elements. 

Thun left Memphis in 1984 and opened his own studio. He was the creative 
director at Swatch from 1990-1993 and founded Matteo Thun & Partners, based 
in Milan and Shanghai, in 2001. 

Christoph Radl 
(b. 1955 Switzerland) 

'Everything went well until functionalism revealed all its weakness, because it 
had cancelled out the emotional significance of the object as a repository of 
affection, of devotion, of shamanic traits. Radical Design, Memphis and Alchimia 
wanted to give the object back its emotional and existential dimension, with a 
strong decorative element.' 

Christoph Radl is a Swiss-Austrian designer who moved to Milan to study design 
in 1977. In 1980, he met Ettore Sottsass and became involved with Memphis, 
overseeing the group's brand and designing several iconic logos, posters and 
catalogues. With Sottsass Associati, he founded the ltaliana di Comunicazione 
advertising agency in 1984, before setting up R.A.D.L., a studio of art direction, 
communication and graphic design in 1993. Throughout his career, he 
collaborated with fashion designers like Armani, Ferragamo, Pucci and Trussardi, 
and produced campaigns for several brands including Alessi, who still use his 
original logo
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Mandarin
Ettore Sottsass, 1983 
Coffee table in fiberglass 
and marble

Peter Shire 
(b. 1947 Los Angeles, USA) 

'Memphis was of the media. There was never any problem with colour 
separations: it always reproduced true, because we were using synthetic colours 
in the first place. The priority was to go for the image.' 
Peter Shire is an American ceramicist, sculptor and designer who has designed 
furniture, sculpture and jewellery, but is best known for his teapots. Non-
functional in their appearance, they incorporate influences from Pop Art, New 
Wave music and southern Californian culture. Ettore Sottsass came across his 
work in a feature in which Shire commented, 'My work doesn't even relate to my 
own lifestyle. I'm not much of a tea drinker ... I'm a big Coke drinker and I'd love 
to see Coke flowing out of the teapots and foaming on the ground'. Shire's 
humorous manner was immediately recognised by Sottsass, and he became the 
only designer with a craft background invited to contribute to Memphis. His 
Memphis designs are characterised by bright, saturated colours and angular 
silhouettes. 

Alaska
Ettore Sottsass, 1982
Silver vase

Labrador 
Andrea Branzi, 1982
Sauce boat in silver and 
crystal 

Anchorage
Peter Shire, 1982
Teapot in silver, metal and 
painted wood 

Murmansk 
Ettore Sottsass, 1982
35 x 30 cm
Fruit-bowl in silver 925 or in 
silver plated.
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Casablanca
Ettore Sottsass, 1981
151 x 39 x 221 cm
Sideboard in plastic 
laminate with internal shelves.

Ettore Sottsass’s Casablanca sideboard 
has a totem-like profile similar to his 
Carlton room divider and Ashoka lamp. 

Its anthropomorphic silhouette, 
featuring red shelves radiating from a 
column of cupboards and drawers, is 
covered in plastic laminate with the 
spugnato (sponged) pattern designed 
by Sottsass in 1979. 

The Casablanca, much like the Carlton, 
serves as a room divider as well as a 
storage unit – the angled shelves are 
intended for wine bottles. Its vivid 
colours and patterns go against the 
principles of functionalism, but Neo-
Classical influences can be detected in 
its structure, consisting of a base, a 
central section and a capital.

In the words of Michele De Lucchi, 
“One bookcase by Ettore Sottsass is 
enough to furnish a room”.

Continental
Michele De Lucchi, 1984
90 x 60 x 70 cm
End table in plastic laminate.

Gallery One
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Horizon
Michele De Lucchi, 1984 
220 x 250 x 80 cm
Double bed in plastic 
laminate. Cotton bed 
spread Rete by Ettore 
Sottsass.

Kristall
Michele De Lucchi, 1981
50 x 63 x 65 cm
End table in plastic 
laminate, lacquered wood 
and metal.

Gallery One

Michele De Lucchi 
(b. 1951 Ferrara, Italy) 

'The great digital rush hadn't started ... but during those rather wild nights on the 
Via San Galdino, in Barbara's tiny apartment, it was as if we had a premonition of 
these events, and that we, with our furniture and our objects, were preparing its 
arrival.' 

Michele De Lucchi is an Italian designer and architect. Before joining Memphis, 
he was a prominent figure in the Radical Design collectives Cavart and Studio 
Alchimia, for whom he designed the pastel coloured and deliberately low-tech 
Sinerpica lamp {1978). De Lucchi also produced a series of prototypes for 
domestic products in a similar style. 

In 1980, De Lucchi joined Memphis and became the group's most prolific 
designer after Sottsass. Once Memphis had disbanded, De Lucchi designed 
products for high-tech corporations including Philips and Siemens but remained 
committed to the value of craft. In 1990, he founded Produzione Privata an 
organisation producing and marketing designs made with traditional craft 
techniques.
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Imperial
Shiro Kuramata, 1981
35 x 40 x 150 cm 
Cabinets with internal 
shelf. Silver, black and 
Aubergine.

Gallery One

Shiro Kuramata 
(b. 1934 Tokyo, Japan - d. 1991 Tokyo, Japan) 

'Function of design should not be just about whether it is practical or not. 
Enchantment should also be considered as function.' 

Shiro Kuramata was a Japanese designer who brought Japanese post-war design 
to the international scene. During the 1970s and 1980s, Kuramata began using 
acrylic, glass, aluminium and steel mesh to create objects that appeared 
transparent and weightless. From 1981 he contributed to Memphis with designs 
presenting a more restrained style made of simple shapes, symmetry and 
terrazzo. At the same time, he would undermine general principles of modernist 
design with elongated proportions and disrupted symmetry, for example. 
One of his best-known pieces designed outside of Memphis is the Miss Blanche 
chair (1989) featuring roses embedded in acrylic. Kuramata also designed over 
300 bars and restaurants, as well as most of the interiors of lssey Miyake 
boutiques worldwide from the late 1970s to 1990. 
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Plaza
Michael Graves, 1981
140 x 54 x 226 cm
Dressing table in briar, 
lacquered wood, glass, 
mirrors, brass. Six drawers.

The Plaza vanity was one of the 
few pieces designed by Michael 
Graves for Memphis’s first 
collection, but immediately 
became one of the collective’s 
most famous designs. His work is 
distinct to other Memphis pieces, 
with influences drawn from Art 
Deco and old Hollywood glamour. 
Named after the famous Plaza 
Hotel in New York, Graves’s design 
presents the profile of a 
characteristic Manhattan 
skyscraper, with small lights 
suggestive of a starry night. Like 
many other Memphis designs, the 
Plaza evokes luxury and affluence, 
yet its materials consist of cheap 
medium-density fibreboard (MDF) 
coated in maple veneer, paint and 
mirror plating.  

Gallery One

Michael Graves 
(b. 1934, Indianapolis, USA - d. 2015, New Jersey, USA) 

'My favourite project is always the next one.' 

Michael Graves was an American architect and designer, credited with over 350 
buildings and 2000 products. After joining the modernist New York Five group 
or 'Whites' in the 1970s, Graves shifted towards 'post-functionalist' architecture. 
The Portland Building (1982) which features abstracted classical elements, 
including columns and pediments, is an icon of 'postmodern' architecture. 

Recruited by Ettore Sottsass to join the Memphis group, Graves only contributed 
to their first collection. His pieces, strongly influenced by Art Deco, present a 
strong architectural design and clear-cut symmetries. One of the first designers 
to work with the mass market, Graves created a $24.99 kettle for Target, based 
on his best-selling Bird kettle designed for Alessi in 1985. After he became 
paralysed by a spinal infection in 2003, Graves turned his energies towards 
healthcare design. 



With Memphis, Ettore Sottsass wanted to create a kind of 
international ‘anthology’ of contemporary furniture and 
interior design. In addition to Italians and expatriates 
gathered in Milan, he invited international designers to 
contribute, cementing the group’s global ambition. In total, 
56 designers participated in the Memphis project, including 
eight from the UK. 

The design process itself was not collaborative. The group’s 
overall style developed organically but each designer 
worked on their own. Sottsass selected pieces from 
submitted designs which would then be presented in 
Memphis ‘collections’, ten of which were released between 
1981 and 1988. The group worked together on all other 
aspects of the Memphis business, from liaising with 
manufacturers to fundraising, while they continued their day 
jobs. 

Memphis rejected design’s reliance on industry. The group 
believed that, instead of fulfilling commissions to make a 
product for a particular purpose, industry should serve 
design. Refusing to be led by consumer needs, Memphis 
challenged preconceptions about ‘luxury’ products by 
making stylish objects from inexpensive materials. The 
products were sold as unlimited editions but, as they were 
not mass-produced, they remained expensive. A new retail 
environment was developing and the Memphis project 
thrived as design outlets began to style themselves after fine 
art galleries and furnishings became increasingly fashionable 
and desirable.



Gallery Two
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Bay
Ettore Sottsass, 1983
40 x 50 cm
Table lamp in glass, metal 
and perspex.

Bordeaux
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 1986 
25 x 45 cm
Table lamp in aluminum and 
plexiglass. 

Max
Ettore Sottsass, 1987
132 x 32 x 223 cm Sideboard 
in lacquered wood, 
reconstituted veneer, 
terrazzo tiles and plexiglass.
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Holebid
Ettore Sottsass, 1984 
108 x 108 x 44 cm 
Coffee table in briarand 
plastic laminate.

Cucumber
Martine Bedin, 1985
h 30 cm
Flower vase in ceramic.

When asked about this vase 
in 2003, Martine Bedin 
answered, “It’s a memory of 
David Hockney’s swimming 
pool in Los Angeles.”

Gallery Two
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Astor
Thomas Bley, 1982
59 cm
Table lamp in plastic 
laminate and lacquered 
wood.

Freemont
Ettore Sottsass, 1985
190 x 60 x 183 cm
Sideboard in reconstituted 
veneer, plastic laminate 
and wood with gold gift 
finish.

Gallery Two

Thomas S. Bley 
(b. 1951 MeiBen Germany) 

'While "good form" strove to give humans neutral surroundings, Memphis 
focused on presenting objects that are not only owned and loved but also 
challenging and that never left anyone indifferent.' 

Thomas S. Bley was the only German designer to participate in Memphis and the 
Astor lamp was his only contribution. Its trapezoid features, covered in black and 
white spugnato or sponge-like pattern, flanked by black and blue cylinders and 
topped with a double-rod halogen bulb, is reminiscent of a New York skyscraper. 

Bley has been President of Zebra Design and General Manager of Frogdesign, 
involved in design programmes at Koln International School of Design and is a 
founding member of the Network of Leading Design Research and Innovation 
Centres, with partners in Europe, USA and Asia. 
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Tartar
Ettore Sottsass, 1985
Console in reconstituted 
veneer and plastic laminate 

The Tartar design encapsulates 
Ettore Sottsass’s distinctive style, 
his focus on geometric forms, 
patterns and colours, and the 
group’s effervescent blend of 
high-end production and 
inexpensive materials. But the 
table, which featured in 
Memphis’s 1985 collection, 
reflected a significant shift in the 
collective’s style. 

In the words of Barbara Radice, 
Memphis’s artistic director, ‘The 
1985 exhibition evokes smoke-
filled urban atmospheres, the 
streets of Blade Runner or the 
adventures of Terminator, a 
desperate post-nuclear hero 
roaming scorched landscapes 
amid the ruins of an imaginary 
“day after”. It’s the technological 
High Middle Ages, a literal no 
man’s land: the future, if indeed 
there is one, must be conquered 
anew with each successive day… 
The absurdity of a world in which 
there is the equivalent of 60 tons 
of dynamite for each human 
being…The furniture is no longer 
optimistic, joyful, gleefully 
infantile or pop, or even ironic. It 
is nearly austere, tyrannical, 
barbaric’. 

Gallery Two
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Emerald
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 
1985 100 x 40 x 190 cm 
Sideboard in wood, 
plastic laminate and 
mirror.

Mimosa
Ettore Sottsass, 1984 
42 x 42 x 42 cm
End table in plastic 
laminate and glass.

Gallery Two
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Cipriani
Alessandro Mendini, 1981 
85 x 50 x 223 cm
Bar unit with mirrored 
surface.

Ivory
Ettore Sottsass, 1985
48 x 100 cm
Side table in reconstituted 
veneer, plastic laminate and 
glass.

Luna
George J. Sowden, 1988 
18 x 18 cm
Metal lamp.

pleasure 
(godimento), wisdom (sapienza) 
or for a banquet (banchetto); 
and finally a bed for the night 
(notte), for love (amore), for the 
heart (cuore) or to dream (sogno).

Gallery Two

Tawaraya 
Masanori Umeda, 1981
Boxing ring in wood, tatami 
and silk 

The Tawaraya boxing ring, named 
after a luxury hotel in Kyoto, was 
one of the most iconic designs 
from Memphis’s first collection. It is 
immortalised in a group photo 
featuring nine of the most 
influential members piled together, 
a testament to the collective’s 
playful spirit. Merging eastern and 
western elements, the Tawaraya 
combines the idea of a boxing ring 
with that of a Japanese bedroom, 
presenting five standard tatami 
mats, the traditional flooring 
material in Japanese houses. 
Umeda suggested four alternative 
uses for his boxing ring: it could be 
‘a sanctuary in which to think about 
life, the void, the sky or sadness; a 
place for a celebration, a party, a 
season or joy; a place for talking, 
pleasure, wisdom or for a banquet; 
and finally a bed for the night, for 
love, for the heart or to dream’.



Masanori Umeda 
(b. 1941 Kanagawa, Japan) 

Masanori Umeda is a Japanese designer who moved to Milan in 1967, where he 
worked in the studio of Achille and Pier Giacomo Castiglioni before becoming a 
design consultant for Olivetti in 1970. Here, he met Ettore Sottsass, who invited 
him to join Memphis for the group's first exhibition. 

His designs for Memphis have a playful style, like the robot shape of the Ginza 
shelving unit (1982) and the famous Tawaraya 'boxing ring' seating unit (1981). 
Umeda also designed ceramics for Memphis, such as the Orinoco vase and the 
Parana bowl (1983). 

Like Shiro Kuramata, Umeda was only briefly involved with Memphis but their 
participation helped to define the group's early international ambitions. Umeda 
returned to Japan in 1986, where he opened U-Metadesign Inc. and, in 1990, he 
designed a series of distinctive flower-shaped armchairs for Edra. 

Alessandro Mendini 
(b. 1931, Milan, Italy - d. 2019) 

'I think that besides being functional, an object must have a soul and express 
friendliness.' 

Alessandro Mendini was an Italian architect, designer, editor and writer. He 
contributed to the 1960s-1970s Radical Design and Studio Alchimia, alongside 
Ettore Sottsass, and oversaw the architectural magazines Casabel/a, Modo and 
Domus. His designs combined humour and irony by completely disregarding 
the objects' original function: the Lassu chair (1974), is so tall you would have to 
climb it, and the Suitcase for the Final Journey (1974), is made of stone and 
impossible to lift. These works would later be described as 'oggetti ad uso 
spirituale' (objects for spiritual use). 

Mendini declined to join Memphis, despite contributing to the first collection, in 
order to focus on design that completely ignored commercial concerns. In 
1989, Mendini and his brother went on to form Atelier Mendini in Milan. 



GSPublisherVersion 0.0.100.100

Ashoka
Ettore Sottsass, 1981
74 x 85 cm
Table lamp with structure in 
painted metal.

The Ashoka lamp was designed 
by Ettore Sottsass for Memphis’s 
first collection. Inspired by his 
journey to India in the early 
1960s and named after an 
ancient Indian emperor, the 
Ashoka reflects his continual 
fascination with ancient cultures. 
Sumerian symbols and forms 
influenced his early architectural 
projects; the name ‘Memphis’ 
itself hints at ancient Egyptian 
civilisation and evokes the vivid 
colours of early Mediterranean 
cultures. The nod to these 
cultures reflects Sottsass’s life-
long pursuit of a language that is 
not intellectual or rational, but 
sensorial and instinctual. The 
totemic profile of the Ashoka 
resembles the Carlton room 
divider and Casablanca 
sideboard, with symmetrical 
components in various colours.

Gallery Two

Otello
Massimo Iosa Ghini, 
1986 80 x 55 x 80 cm 
Armchair in wood and 
metal, coated with 
leather.

Invitation to the 
presentation of the 
Memphis collection, 
19 September 1981, 
Corso Europa 2, Milan, 
Invitation designed by 
Luciano Paccagnella

Massimo losa Ghini 
(b. 1959 Bologna, Italy) 

'For over thirty years my message as an architect and designer has explored 
dynamic movement and looking to the future 
for inspiration.' 

Massimo losa Ghini is an Italian architect and designer, and one of the founders 
of the Bolidismo movement - the name coming from the Italian word 'bolide', 
meaning a fast-moving object. Bolidismo was influenced by Italian Futurism and 
was concerned with speed and our relationship with machines. Invited by Ettore 
Sottsass to join Memphis, losa Ghini applied the same principles to the pieces he 
created for the group, which were characterised by fluidity and speed, a curved 
design and often different materials to the rest of the group. 

losa Ghini has also designed showrooms and stores for Ferrari, and his 
architectural projects include The People Mover, a 5km long transportation 
system for the city of Bologna, connecting the railway station to the airport. 



Reading Room
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Italy’s post-war recovery stimulated an important period of  design innovation and 
helped to improve the country’s image, which had been tarnished by the fascist 
regime. This was aided by America’s Marshall Plan, which provided funds to repair 
infrastructure and factories and to invest in research and technology. From the 
1960s, numerous Italian design groups were proposing revolutionary projects: 
Archizoom Associati and Superstudio, for example, imagined infinite gridded structures 
that would wrap around the world. A critique of Modernism and capitalism, these 
projects were visionary and political but entirely theoretical and unbuildable.

The 1970s in Italy are referred to as the ‘years of lead’ because of on-going violence from 
extremist groups, financial crises and strained democratic processes. During this period, 
the Florence-based Radical Design movement brought together a number of avant-garde 
groups. Ettore Sottsass joined the Radicals to form an experimental architectural school 
called ‘Global Tools’ (1973–6), which was set up as an incubator for non-commercial 
design. The school was short lived but generated groups such as Studio Alchimia (1976) 
whose members were known for their critical re-designs of  famous objects. These 
groups were anti-consumerist and anti-modernist, often only producing prototypes 
and temporary ‘event structures’ rather than marketable products. This environment 
of  experimentation drew young creatives to Italy from around the world and Sottsass 
employed many of  them at his design consultancy.

For Sottsass the Radical Design movement provided an opportunity for contemplation 
or ‘purification and release’, as he described it. He wanted to implement Radical 
Design’s theories and produce commercially available objects, which people could live 
with.



Memphis spokesperson Barbara Radice describes the 
group’s irreverent approach to materials as the ‘unexpected 
marriage’ of ‘precious and non-precious, like wood, plastics, 
lacquers, brass, mirrors, aluminium, and fabrics, and the 
overlapping of rough and smooth, soft texture and sharp 
edges, plain and patterned surfaces, acid colours and pastel 
shades... like numerous tiny electric discharges’, in order to 
‘turn a piece of furniture into a complex system of 
communication.’

Memphis furniture is characterised by the group’s use of 
plastic laminate (a plastic made from layers of paper, wood 
or fabric, compressed and bonded together with resin). Until 
then, laminate was used for functional applications like on 
kitchen worktops. Memphis embellished this basic, low-
priced material with bold pattern and colour and made a 
feature of it. 

Memphis worked closely with their supplier Abet Laminati, 
who developed new textures, colours and patterns to 
showcase laminates as design components. As laminates are 
silk screened, they could achieve greater colour intensity 
and clarity of pattern than other materials. Abet helped to 
underwrite Memphis and supplied materials for its products, 
which in turn functioned as adverts for their material. 

The complexity, novelty and speed at which Memphis 
designs were turned around made them unsuitable for mass 
production. Most were produced by craftsmen in small-scale 
artisanal workshops in Italy, with young firms keen to work 
with up-and-coming designers. Ettore Sottsass denied any 
deliberate link between Memphis and the craft revival 
movement but the designs proved impossible to make any 
other way. He revealed his pragmatic approach to craft 
traditions in the 1986 glassware collection which combined 
the ancient craft of Murano glass-makers with the 
unconventional act of gluing pieces together.  
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Big Sur
Peter Shire, 1986
210 x 72 x 96 cm
Couch in wool. Structure in 
lacquered wood.

California
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 1983 
250 x 180 cm
Wool carpet, hand woven.

Cavalieri
Ettore Sottsass, 1981
73 x 17 x 199 cm
Floor lamp in laminated 
wood, enameled steel.

Colonna
Ettore Sottsass, 1988
30 x 45 x 200 cm
Floor lamp in metal and 
marble.

Flamingo
Michele De Lucchi, 1984 
35 x 50 x 90 cm
Bedside table in plastic 
laminate and lacquered 
wood.

Polar
Michele De Lucchi, 1984 
70 x 35 x 40 cm
End table in plastic 
laminate, and lacquered 
wood. 

Suvretta
Ettore Sottsass, 1981
204 x 35 x 200 cm 
Bookcase in plastic laminate.



Carrot 
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 1985 
Porcelain vase.

Cauliflower
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 1985 
Porcelain fruit bowl.

Chad
Matteo Thun, 1982 
Ceramic teapot.

Colorado 
Marco Zanini, 1983
Théière en céramique.

For Memphis’s 1983 collection, 
Marco Zanini designed two 
teapots, Colorado and Sepik, 
named after rivers in the United 
States and New Guinea. Colorado 
is conceived as a deconstruction 
of an ordinary teapot, assembled 
from simple geometric forms in 
contrasting colours. The yellow 
handle, white spout and red lid are 
all recognisable teapot elements 
but the object rests at a precarious 
angle. Far from a traditional 
teapot, Colorado resembles a toy 
aeroplane ready to take off.

Indivia
Ettore Sottsass, 1985 
Ceramic plate.

Ladoga
Matteo Thun, 1982 
Porcelain cocktail glass.

Lettuce
Ettore Sottsass, 1985 
Ceramic plate.

Nilo
Ettore Sottsass, 1983 
Porcelain vase.

Onega 
Matteo Thun, 1982 
Porcelain cocktail glass.

Onion
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 
1985 Porcelain fruit 
bowl.

Orinoco
Masanori Umeda, 1983 
Porcelain vase.

Potato
George Sowden, 1985 
Tray in ceramic and 
metal.

Rucola 
Ettore Sottsass, 1985 
Ceramic plate.

Sepik
Marco Zanini, 1983 
Ceramic teapot.

Squash 
Maria Sanchez, 1985 
Ceramic ashtray.

Titicaca
Matteo Thun, 1982 
Porcelain vase.

Maria Sanchez 
(b.1954 Buenos Aires, Argentina) 

Maria Sanchez met Ettore Sottsass in 1985 and collaborated with Memphis, 
designing the Squash ashtray. The Squash, one of the smallest objects featured 
in Memphis's collection, reflects the collective's aesthetic, applying vivid and 
vibrant colours to three overlapping shapes. 

Currently living in Argentina, Sanchez is a strategic design consultant for various 
companies and the government. She teaches and conducts research at several 
universities in Argentina, Mexico, Panama and Chile, heads the Fondo Nacional 
de las Artes and is a permanent member of the International Council of the 
School of Architecture and Design of the Universidad Autonoma de Nuevo Leon 
in Monterrey. 
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Agelada
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Alcor
Ettore Sottsass, 
1983 Blown glass 
vase.

Aldebaran 
Ettore Sottsass, 
1983 Blown glass 
fruit bowl.

Alioth
Ettore Sottsass, 
1983 Blown glass 
vase.

Alpha Centauri 
Marco Zanini, 1982 
Blown glass vase.

Altair
Ettore Sottsass, 
1982 Blown glass 
vase.

Amaltea
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Ananke 
Ettore Sottsass, 1986 
Blown glass vase.

Antares
Michele De Lucchi, 
1983 Blown glass vase.

Arturo 
Marco Zanini, 1982 
Glass cocktail glass.

Astidamia 
Ettore Sottsass, 1986 
Blown glass vase.

Astimelusa
Ettore Sottsass, 1986 
Blown glass vase.

Atamante
Ettore Sottsass, 1986 
Blown glass vase.

Beltegeuse 
acquamare Marco 
Zanini, 1983 Blown 
glass vase.

In 1986 Ettore Sottsass created a glassware collection, which combined influences 
from traditional glassblowing techniques in Murano, Italy, with new and unexpected 
approaches. Inspired by the Murano glassblowers, ‘helping each other in a silent, 
metaphysical ballet’, Sottsass had returned to working with ceramic and glass in 1982. 
Dissatisfied with his early pieces, described as ‘vases with more or less normal or 
predictable shapes already seen before’, Sottsass applied his inventive approach in 
order to challenge traditions. He produced vases and bowls whose geometrical 
elements were not fused, but glued or held together by metal fasteners. In the 
introduction to Memphis’s 1986 collection, he explained: ‘Don’t be surprised if some 
of the glass is glued together to allow a little more speed rather than melted together 
according to custom. And what difference does it make? Isn’t the culture of glue an 
invention just like the culture of glass?’.

Gallery Three



Mizar
Ettore Sottsass, 
1982 Blown glass 
vase.

Mori
Marco Zanini, 1986 
Blown glass vase.

Neobule
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Niobe
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Pasifila
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Regolus 
Marco Zanini, 1983 
Blown glass fruit 
bowl.

Rigel 
Marco Zanini, 1982 
Glass bowl.

Sirio
Ettore Sottsass, 
1982 Blown glass 
vase.

Sol 
Ettore Sottsass, 
1982 Glass fruit 
bowl.

Vega
Marco Zanini, 1982 
Glass goblet.

Cassiopea Marco 
Zanini, 1982 
Blown glass vase.

Chiri 
Marco Zanini, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Clesitera
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Deneb
Ettore Sottsass, 
1982 Blown glass 
bowl.

Erinna
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Fililla
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Hiro 
Marco Zanini, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Imera
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Malide
Ettore Sottsass, 
1986 Blown glass 
vase.

Marco Zanuso 
(b. 1954 Milan, Italy) 

'There is an influence of Memphis in everything'

Marco Zanuso is an Italian architect and designer who studied architecture in 
Florence, where he wrote an experimental thesis on radical architecture and its 
characters, including Ettore Sottsass, Michele De Lucchi, Andrea Branzi and 
Alessandro Mendini. After graduation, he worked with Marco Zanuso sr. and as 
an assistant to Enzo Mari and Achille Castiglioni at the Politecnico di Milano. 
Zanuso collaborated as a designer with Memphis between 1987 and 1988, 
creating pieces such as the Antonio and the Cleopatra side tables, both part of 
David Bowie's collection. 

In 1991, he set up an architecture and design studio with Daniel Nava. Among his 
clients are Abet Laminati, Triennale di Milano, Carrefour and Mondadori. He 
worked in France, Spain and the United States, where he was involved in the 
architecture of Arcosanti, Land Art, Berkeley, and early experiments on solar 
energy. 



Letraset 3451 
Ettore Sottsass, 
1983 Cotton print 
fabric.

Zaire 
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 
1982 Cotton print 
fabric.

Zambia
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 
1982 Cotton print 
fabric. 

Cerchio 3447 
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 
1983 Cotton print 
fabric.

Schizzo 3454
Ettore Sottsass, 
1983 Cotton print 
fabric.

Quadro 3453 
George Sowden, 
1983 Cotton print 
fabric.

The Zaire and Zambia cotton prints reflect Du Pasquier’s characteristic lively patterns, 
inspired by her teenage travels to Africa and named after the countries she visited. In 
the words of Barbara Radice, Du Pasquier is ‘anarchic, highly sensitive, wild, abstruse, 
and capable of turning out extraordinary drawings at the frantic pace of a computer. Her 
visual research is unrestrained. It absorbs everything, like a sponge, and nothing in 
particular. In the end, it’s the collage that counts. Her hard, aggressive, acid patterns, 
her harsh, sharp, flat colours, her broad, black angular marks make no compromise… 
They are enthusiastic, explosive, exalted, elated, as striking as neon in a tropical night.’

Gallery Three

Nathalie Du Pasquier 
(b. 1957 Bordeaux, France) 

'That is what most people think about Memphis, that it was just fun. But bright 
colours are not childish. Those patterns were not funny ... The ideas in our work 
were very serious in the sense that we thought they were important, and we 
deeply felt them. It doesn't mean we were never laughing!' 

Nathalie Du Pasquier is a French designer and artist who moved to Italy, where 
she began designing textiles, in 1979. She became a founding member of 
Memphis, contributing furniture and ceramics as well as textiles and rugs 
inspired by her visits to Africa and often named after African countries. In 1983, 
Du Pasquier and George Sowden designed 'Objects for the Electronic Age', a 
collection of household products marking the shift from designing mechanical 
to electronic products. Du Pasquier also designed textiles for Esprit and Fiorucci 
in the 1980s and American Apparel in 2014. Following Memphis, Du Pasquier's 
main activity moved to painting, although she classified all her work, across fine 
art and design, as 'decorated surfaces'.
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Hollywood
Peter Shire, 1983
75 x 75 x 58 cm
Laminate and lacquered 
steel coffee table.

Laurel
Peter Shire, 1985
42 x 34 x 29 cm
Table light in sheet steel, 
painted dark blue, purple, 
green and metallic grey, 
gold.

Lido
Michele De Lucchi, 1982 
150 x 95 x 90 cm
Couch in wood, plastic 
laminate, metal. Woollen or 
cotton fabric.

Sally
Shiro Kuramata, 1987
53 x75 cm
Side table in metal and 
glass.

Tigris
Ettore Sottsass, 1983
19 x 39 cm
Vase in porcelain.

Gallery Three

Antonio
Marco Zanuso, 1987 
Side table in metal, wood 
and glass.

Arizona
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 
1983 Wool rug.

Bombay
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 
1986 Side table in plastic 
laminate.

Cleopatra
Marco Zanuso, 1987 
Side table in metal and 
wood.

Grand
Michele De Lucchi, 1983 
Floor lamp in metal 

Invitation card to the 
presentation of the new 
Memphis collection, 
from 19 to 24 September 
1984, Corso Europa 2, 
Milan.



Colour and pattern are key to the Memphis style. They are 
never added after production but form part of the material, 
whether patterned laminate, brightly coloured glass or 
terrazzo: ‘always a pigment and never a patina’. The 
juxtaposition of clashing colours was designed to make the 
pieces ‘vibrate’ and give the viewer a jolt, functioning as 
‘aerobics for lazy or drowsy cells’, as Barbara Radice 
explains. 

Memphis designs stem from a wide-ranging mix of cultural 
references. Nathalie Du Pasquier’s textiles, for example, are 
inspired by African fabrics while Ettore Sottsass had a 
profound interest in Mesopotamian pyramid-structures and 
ancient standing stones. Sottsass, especially, had travelled 
widely and was strongly affected by structures and 
philosophies found across the world, from Indian traditions 
to American pop culture. In contrast to International 
Modernism, where a Western system of design was applied 
internationally, Memphis celebrated eclecticism, hybridity 
and cross-cultural influences. 
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Metropole
George J. Sowden, 1982 
24 x 24 x 81 cm Clock in 
plastic laminate.

The Metropole’s classical 
proportions are achieved 
using the golden section, a 
mathematical ratio which 
illustrates symmetrical 
proportions commonly found 
in nature. However, the small 
clock movement is housed in 
an unnecessarily huge box, 
its anti-functionalism typical 
of a ‘post-modern’ object. 

George J. Sowden 
(b. 1942 Leeds, UK) 

'We wanted to be free of the set of rules that Modernism had become ... You 
could argue, as with all events that call into question the validity of established 
ways, that Memphis was the style of dissent.' 

George J. Sowden is a British designer and product developer who moved to 
Milan in 1970 to work with Sottsass Associati. Whilst there, he became involved 
with the Radical Design movement, leading him to become a founding member 
of Memphis in 1981. Sowden designed a broad range of items for Memphis, 
ranging from clocks to fabrics. His characteristically sleek, colourful designs and 
simple geometries stand in contrast to Nathalie Du Pasquier's more exuberant 
fabric designs. 

In the same year as Memphis was formed, Sowden started his studio, Sowden 
Design, which produced a range of household objects in collaboration with 
brands such as Olivetti, Alessi and Swatch. 
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Roma
Marco Zanini, 1986
101 x 90 x 90 cm
Armchair in fiberglass with 
iridescent finish.

Made of fibreglass and moulded in 
a single piece, the Roma reflects 
Memphis’s aesthetic in the un-
ironic use of glitter - considered 
kitsch or camp by standards of 
‘good taste’ of the time - and 
Fireflake coating - an iridescent 
finish generally applied on cars 
rather than luxury furniture. It 
evokes a monumental throne, 
inspired by ancient Rome, in tune 
with the group’s shift in 1985 
towards a more ‘austere’ style.

Gallery Four
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Super
Martine Bedin, 1981 45 x 
30 cm
Table or floor lamp in 
fiberglass.

The Super lamp, included in 
Memphis’s first collection, 
was one of the group’s most 
successful pieces. While 
looking through Bedin’s 
sketchbook during a visit to 
Paris, Ettore Sottsass noticed 
drawings for a ‘portable’ lamp 
and was immediately 
captivated. Martine Bedin 
explained that she had 
wanted something she could 
take with her anywhere – ‘I 
can carry it behind me, like a 
dog’. This was exactly the 
playfulness Sottsass sought 
for Memphis. 

Gallery Four

Martine Bedin 
(b. 1957 Bordeaux, France) 

'Is there a Memphis ideology? Fortunately no, there is none. We have nothing to 
say to the journalists ... Every time we draw, it's a first time. We are always 
inventing, taking every risk.' 

Martine Bedin is a French architect and industrial designer who received a 
scholarship in 1978 to study architecture in Florence under Adolfo Natalini, co-
founder of Superstudio. She met Ettore Sottsass and Michele De Lucchi in Milan 
in 1979 and was invited to join Memphis in 1981. Because of her frequent travels 
between Paris and Milan, Bedin initially focused on smaller pieces that could 
travel with her. She contributed most of Memphis's lighting, and her most 
famous contribution to the group was Super, a colourful lamp on wheels which 
she had designed years earlier. After Memphis disbanded, Bedin returned to 
Paris and started her own studio. 

The initial prototype had four 
industrial wheels and a 
pressed steel chassis 
lacquered in blue, but when 
the design was put into 
production, the steel was 
replaced by fibreglass, 
manufactured in two pieces 
glued together. The design of 
the Super, with its pet-like 
silhouette reminiscent of a 
stegosaurus, was 
acknowledged by Bedin as 
amongst ‘the more funny 
ones’ of Memphis’s first 
collection.
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Gritti
Andrea Branzi, 1981 
340/380 x 30 x 203 cm 
Bookcase in plastic 
laminate, wood, metal 
and glass.

Madison
Aldo Cibic, 1983
45 x 200 cm
Floor metal lamp. 
Lighting source can be 
oriented.

Gallery Four

Invitation card to the 
presentation of the new 
Memphis collection, 
11 September 1983, 
Corso Europa 2, Milan; 
Photo © Studio Azzurro.

Andrea Branzi 
(b. 1938 Florence, Italy) 

'The "new design" strives ... for the re-establishment of a system of links and 
functions ... covering a broader affective and expressive horizon, between man 
and the objects of his domestic habitat.' 

Andrea Branzi is an Italian architect and designer. In 1966, Branzi formed the 
avant-garde group Archizoom Associati, which exhibited furniture inspired by 
Pop Art, such as the Superonda sofa (1967). For Archizoom he designed the 
utopian No-Stop-City (1969), a theoretical, unbuildable city design consisting of 
an infinitely extending grid. 

In 1973, Branzi cofounded the experimental school Global Tools and in 1976, 
joined Studio Alchimia alongside Ettore Sottsass and Alessandro Mendini. 
Sottsass invited him to join Memphis in 1981, where he designed the Gritti 
bookcase and Labrador sauce boat. In 1983, he was one of the founders of the 
Domus Academy in Milan, the first international postgraduate school of design. 
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Bel Air
Peter Shire, 1982
115 x 110 x 125 cm
Armchair in wood, wollen or 
cotton fabric.

The Bel Air armchair, named 
after a luxury hotel in Beverly 
Hills, is Peter Shire’s best-
known contribution to 
Memphis. It was designed for 
the collective’s second collection. 
Its style is influenced by West 
Coast culture, surfing, hot rod 
cars, Art Deco and 1950s 
Space Age architecture. It 
features an asymmetrical back 
in the shape of a shark fin – 
reminiscent of architect John 
Lautner’s Stevens House in 
Malibu – and a brightly 
coloured beach ball for a rear 
foot. The Bel Air was featured on 
the cover of Barbara Radice’s 
book on Memphis and, in a 
cartoon version, as the poster 
object for the group’s first 
American museum exhibition at 
the Memphis Brooks Museum 
of Art, Memphis, Tennessee, in 
1984/85.

Ginza
Masanori Umeda, 1982
150 x 42 x 175 cm
Wooden robot with plastic 
laminate, shelves and 
drawers.

Ginza miniature 
Masanori Umeda, 1982
29 x 25 cm (scale 1:6)
Perfect reproduction of 
the Ginza robot cabinet.

King
Ettore Sottsass, 1983
h 210 cm
Floor lamp in metal and 
glass.

Tanganika
Marco Zanini, 1982
34 x 50 cm
Flower vase in ceramic 
with ceramic flower in 
blue, red and orange.

Victoria
Marco Zanini, 1982
30 x 66 cm
Flower vase in turned 
ceramic with ceramic 
flower.

Gallery Four
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Tomato
Michele De Lucchi, 
1985 35 x 28 cm
Serving platter in 
ceramic.

Brazil
Peter Shire, 1981
205 x 80 x 72 cm
Side table in lacquered wood.

Celery
Michele De Lucchi, 1985
42 x 32 cm
Serving platter in ceramic.

Michele De Lucchi’s Celery and 
Tomato trays, Martine Bedin’s 
Cucumber vase, Nathalie Du 
Pasquier’s Carrot vase and Marco 
Zanini’s Broccoli bowl, are part of 
Memphis’s 1985 collection, where 
they embodied the playful, 
colourful and exuberant spirit of the 
collective. De Lucchi explained 
their motivation ‘to use the qualities 
of consumerism – mass 
communication – to communicate 
free, happy, optimistic images’. The 
titles recall an analogy Ettore 
Sottsass used to explain his desire 
to mix ‘space and light and colours 
as much as possible in a kind of 
kaleidoscope where ultimately you 
can see neither the beginning nor 
the end, like a vegetable puree: 
where are the carrots, tomatoes, 
zucchinis and peas?’

Gallery Four
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Broccoli
Marco Zanini, 1985
35 cm
Fruit-bowl in ceramic.

Charlestone
Martine Bedin, 1984
40 x 207 cm
Floor lamp in aluminium

Pierre
George J. Sowden, 1981
150 x 150 x 72 cm
Table with top in two 
coloured laminate. Wooden 
legs lacquered.

Liverpool
George J. Sowden, 1986
45 x 50 x 90 cm
Chair in polished wood. 
Seat and back in plastic 
laminate.

Tahiti
Ettore Sottsass, 1981
50 x 12 x 60 cm
Table lamp in plastic 
laminate and metal.

Ettore Sottsass’s Tahiti lamp is 
oneof the group’s most 
recognisable designs. Its quirky 
quality, with a bird-like silhouette 
and vivid colours, is set in 
contrast to the black and white 
bacterio pattern, designed by 
Sottsass in 1978 and intended to 
‘infect’ any object it was placed 
on. Although functional, the 
Tahiti embodies the free-spirited 
character of early Memphis 
designs.

Gallery Four
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Euphrates
Ettore Sottsass, 1983
22 x 40 cm
Vase in porcelain. 

Hyatt
Ettore Sottsass, 1984
43 x 42 cm
End table in briar and metal.

First
Michele De Lucchi, 1983
59 x 50 x 90 cm
Chair in metal and wood.

Michele De Lucchi’s First chair was 
one of Memphis’s bestselling 
designs. Its style is both practical 
and whimsical, characteristic of 
the group’s evolution toward 
pieces that could be fabricated 
industrially but in small quantities, 
that would be easier to integrate 
into interiors and have more 
commercial appeal. De Lucchi 
describes: ‘To design the First 
chair I started from a stool. Then I 
added one seat back made with a 
pipe, and then a disk with two 
spheres to make it more 
comfortable. It looked like a 
universe with the sun and planets’.

Madras
Nathalie Du Pasquier, 1986
160 x 85 x 75 cm
Table in decorated plastic 
laminate. 

Peter
Peter Shire, 1987
90 x 52 x 115 cm
Sideboard in lacquered 
wood, 
plastic laminate and metal.

Terminus
Martine Bedin, 1981
40 x 40 x 200 cm
Floor lamp. Structure in 
painted 
sheet steel.

Martine Bedin’s contributions to 
Memphis were mainly in the field 
of lighting, and the Terminus lamp 
was featured in Memphis’s first 
collection. Unlike Bedin’s 
bestselling Super lamp, only four 
or five specimens of the Terminus 
were produced. It has an 
anthropomorphic design, with four 
feet lacquered in pink and a little 
round hat resembling an umbrella 
shading a single light bulb. As well 
as sparking humour, the designer 
commented that her aim was ‘to 
restore to the object its functional 
and symbolic autonomy, its 
reassuring presence and its 
communication value.’

Gallery Four
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Carlton
Ettore Sottsass, 1981
190 x 40 x 196 cm
Carlton room divider, 
designed in 1981 by Ettore 
Sottsass, in wood and 
plastic laminate. 

The Carlton cabinet is one of 
Ettore Sottsass’s most iconic 
designs. The combination of 
anthropomorphic silhouette, 
totemic profile and modest 
materials, creates a fusion of 
high and low culture. Its playful 
style is achieved through bold 
colours, a toy-like quality and 
cheap materials – medium-
density fibreboard (MDF) and 
plastic laminate. Combining a 
room divider, a sideboard and a 
bookcase, its configuration of 
partitions and voids appear 
haphazard but has a rational 
structure of equilateral triangles 
supporting the shelves. 

The Carlton immediately became 
a design icon, entering the 
collections of the Cooper Hewitt 
Smithsonian Design Museum in 
New York as well as the personal 
collections of Karl Lagerfeld, 
then creative director of Chanel, 
and David Bowie. Of his 
experience living with the 
Carlton, Bowie said ‘Even now, 
the jolt, the impact, created by 
walking into a room containing a 
cabinet by Memphis … is 
visceral. It’s true that you can’t 
put another piece of furniture 
within the same space. There is 
just no aesthetic room.’

Mini Carlton
Ettore Sottsass, 1982
Scale 1:4

Gallery Four
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D’Antibes
George J. Sowden, 1981
60 x 40 x 160 cm
Piece of storage furniture 
with long legs.

Gallery Four



Memphis design defined a generation and exemplified the 
look of the 1980s across fashion, music, film and 
architecture. Style icons including David Bowie and Karl 
Lagerfeld amassed large collections of their pieces, and the 
products are still produced and collected today. Memphis’s 
influence continues to be cited as inspiration by artists and 
designers from Bill Gaytten’s collections for Christian Dior 
to artist Camille Walala’s installations. The group 
anticipated many of the characteristics that define design 
today: no overriding judgement on good or bad taste and 
the mixing of high street with designer goods.

Memphis was not alone in challenging the dominant 
modernist style. But it attracted unprecedented media 
coverage, making furniture and product design as 
newsworthy as couture fashion. In the years following its 
launch, there was a flurry of mass market, low-quality 
interpretations of the Memphis style. Memphis was no 
longer seen as an outsider, critical of the status quo. Design 
described as ‘postmodern’ came to represent the era of 
free-market capitalism and this dynamic, clashing aesthetic 
was widely mimicked, as in films like Ruthless People 
(1986). 

As early as 1985, Sottsass began to distance himself from 
the group: ‘It’s like a love story. When you get used to it, 
you have to quit’. Memphis finally came to an end in 1988. 

Barbara Radice describes Memphis as ‘a strange, hybrid, 
iridescent animal that moves indiscriminately in and out of 
museums, department stores, galleries and showrooms, in 
the business and the cultural world’. By breaking all the 
rules, the group created an exciting new sense of freedom 
where everyday objects could create revolutions in style, 
taste and design. 
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Diva
Ettore Sottsass, 1984
76 x 5 x 108 cm
Mirror with plastic 
laminate.

Gallery Five
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Nikko
Shiro Kuramata, 1982
h. 170 cm
Totem with three drawers in
metal and lacquered wood.

Gallery Five
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City
Ettore Sottsass, 1983
160 x 85 x 72 cm
Table in plastic laminate 
and metal.

Hilton
Javier Mariscal, 1981
125 x 45 x 85 cm
Trolley in metal and glass.

Kyoto
Shiro Kuramata, 1983
60 x 70 cm
End table in metal and 
terrazzo.

The Kyoto table was designed by 
Shiro Kuramata for Memphis’s 
1983 collection, for which the 
group decided to create more 
readily usable pieces by 
arranging new materials in more 
classic forms. For this object, 
Kuramata played on Ettore 
Sottsass’s use of terrazzo. 
Terrazzo is a durable and 
inexpensive flooring material 
made of marble chippings, 
which originated in 16th-century 
Italy as a way to recycle stone 
offcuts. In stark contrast to 
Sottsass’s use of dark, heavy 
stones, illustrated in the Max 
bookcase, Kuramata employed a 
new technique that he called 
‘Star Piece’, described as ‘the 
debris of memory’, achieving a 
transparent and immaterial result 
by mixing colourful glass pieces 
with concrete.

Niger
Gerard Taylor, 1983
18 x 18 x 29 cm
Vase in polychrome 
ceramic.

Riviera
Michele De Lucchi, 1981
50 x 50 x 90 cm
Chair in plastic laminate 
with cushions covered in 
pink chintz cotton.

Designed by Michele De Lucchi 
for Memphis’s first collection, the 
Riviera chair’s humorous spirit is 
reminiscent of the series of 
household appliance prototypes 
designed by De Lucchi in 1979 for 
Italian company Girmi but never 
put into production. The Riviera is 
made of semi-circular tubular 
metal legs lacquered in blue, 
supporting a white and yellow 
square seat and back upholstered 
with foam and covered in pink 
chintz. The colour scheme – blue, 
white, yellow and pink – 
replicates that of the Girmi 
prototypes.

Zambesi
Gerard Taylor, 1983
29 x 42 cm
Vase in polychrome 
ceramic.

Gallery Five



Gerard Taylor
(b. 1955 Bellshill, United Kingdom) 

'When I went to Italy they saw me as a designer - they didn't distinguish between 
interior or furniture - for them it was all the same. You're either good enough to 
be able to flip between the two disciplines, or you're not.' 

Gerard Taylor studied Product Design at the Glasgow School of Art and Industrial 
Design at the Royal College of Art, London. After graduation, Ettore Sottsass 
hired him to work at Sottsass Associati in Milan, where he collaborated with 
several brands such as Knoll, Artemide, Fiorucci, Esprit and Phillips. He joined 
Memphis and designed ceramics - the Niger fruit bowl and Zambesi vase - and 
lighting, including the Piccadilly table lamp, which formed part of David Bowie's 
private collection. 

Back in London in 1986, Taylor founded a design studio with fellow RCA alumnus 
Daniel Wiel, and in 1991 went on to set up his own creative consulting firm. 

Javier Mariscal 
(b. 1950 Valencia, Spain) 

'You have to innovate, to find new solutions to make daily life better and less 
boring.' 

Javier Mariscal is a Spanish graphic designer, furniture, textiles and jewellery 
designer, illustrator and painter. In 1981, his first major commission, the Duplex 
bar stool, caught the eye of Ettore Sottsass, who invited him to contribute to 
Memphis's first collection. He only designed two pieces, characterised by a 
colourful and humorous style and named after luxury hotels, the Colon table and 
the Hilton trolley. The Hilton, with its iconic tilted silhouette, suggestive of speed, 
was created with the help of designer Pepe Cortes' metalworking skills. 

Mariscal designed furniture for BD Ediciones de Diseno, who commercialised his 
Duplex stool, as well as for Marose and Akuba. In 1989, he opened his own studio, 
Estudio Mariscal, where, in 1992, he designed the mascot for the Barcelona 
Olympics, Cobi the dog. 



GSPublisherVersion 0.0.100.100

Park
Ettore Sottsass, 1983
130 x 45 cm
Coffee table in marble, metal 
and plate glass. 

Palace
George J. Sowden, 1983
49 x 45 x 95 cm
Chair in lacquered wood.

Palace is an example of 
Memphis’s 1983 collection in 
which the designers tried to 
make pieces which could be 
more readily mass-produced.
Barbara Radice described the 
change in the 1983 brochure: 
‘Colour, for example, has 
changed quite visibly. 
Initially misinterpreted as the 
most spectacular emblem of the 
early Memphis, it has undergone 
a silent transformation, 
becoming more cadenced, 
polished and classicized. It has 
almost completely lost the 
brighter, slightly comic, childish 
tones it began with and is now 
more sombre and 
sophisticated... The surfaces too, 
are shinier and more crystalline, 
the contours more confident and 
clear cut, at times more 
condensed, less redundant, 
simplified… Perhaps the 
designers are ready to design 
furniture and objects along these 
lines for more extensive 
manufacture and for wider 
markets. Some signs of these 
intensions, which everyone has 
very much at heart, can be seen 
in a few of this year’s products, 
like Michele De Lucchi’s First 
chair, Martine Bedin’s Regent 
chair, George Sowden’s Palace 
armchair and Ettore Sottsass’s 
City table and Park Lane coffee 
table, and Matteo Thun’s ceramic 
lampshades. All these pieces 
although still “very Memphis”, as 
they say, have achieved a 
particular dryness and 
detachment, an almost 
mathematical precision in their 
contours, surfaces and colours.’  

Peninsula
Peter Shire, 1982
150 x 90 x 75 cm
Side table in metal and 
glass.

Treetops
Ettore Sottsass, 1981
h 195 cm
Floor lamp in metal.

Tuja
Matteo Thun, 1981
14 x 32 cm
Flower vases in ceramic.

Volga
Matteo Thun, 1983
h 54 cm
Vase for one flower in 
porcelain.

Palma
Matteo Thun, 1981
23 x 26 cm
Ceramic table-piece.

Kariba
Matteo Thun, 1982
39 x 21 x 32 cm
Fruit bowl in decorated 
white porcelain.

Gallery Five

Laglio, 1982
photograph Martine 
Bedin and Michele de 
Lucchi.
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Baykal
Marco Zanini, 1982
27 x 48 cm
Flower vase in turned 
ceramic 
with ceramic flower in blue, 
black, violet, green and red.

Beverly
Ettore Sottsass, 1981
175 x 48 x 228 cm
Sideboard in wood covered 
with plastic laminate and 
natural briar. Two-door 
container with shelves.

Parana
Masanori Umeda, 1983
40 x 37 x 9 cm
Triangolar ceramic fruit 
bowl in pastel colors.

Splendid
Martine Bedin, 1981
45 x 186 cm
Floor metal lamp.

Gallery Five



Memphis: Plastic Field

Memphis: Plastic Field at MK Gallery is a reinterpretation of the exhibition shown at The 
Museum of Decorative Arts and Design, Bordeaux in 2019/2020 and Fondazione Berengo 
– Palazzo Franchetti, Venice in 2018. The exhibition is produced in partnership with 
Memphis srl, Milano with exhibition design by IB Studio, Milan (Architects Isabella 
Invernizzi & Beatrice Bonzanigo).

With thanks to the Memphis Exhibition Circle including Oscar Humphries and those who 
wish to remain anonymous. 

MK Gallery
Director 
Anthony Spira

Jamie Aylard, Lucy Barth, Fay Blanchard, Niki Braithwaite, Roisin Callaghan, Kate 
Chadwick, Sharon Cuff, Kathy Danskin, Kirsty Horrell, Judy Kendrick Simonsen, Sam 
Lennon, Star Maafo, Bethany Mitchell, Ben Montgomery, Tara Page, Annette Parmar, Billie 
Passchier, Georgia Payne, Vittorio Pellegrino, Luke Perry, Patrick Philips, Alice Riddy, Julia 
Roach, Tara Sheldon, Linda Wright and with thanks to our dedicated team of volunteers. 

Exhibition texts and interpretation
Fay Blanchard, Eva Haghighi and Alice Riddy. 

Exhibition technicians
Adam Darby, Nick Duxbury, Lee Farmer, Aaron Head, Kirstie North, Suzi Osborn, Thom 
Rees, Dave Ronalds, Stephen Rubacki, Sebastian Thomas, Emma Wilde.    

MK Gallery
900 Midsummer Boulevard
Milton Keynes
MK9 3QA

www.mkgallery.org

MK Gallery brings world-class exhibitions and events together with pioneering learning 
and community programmes to Milton Keynes. 

MK Gallery gratefully acknowledges regular support from Arts Council England and Milton 
Keynes Council. 
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