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English writer is previously responsible
for several well-illustrated catalogues,
which form a “new” series surveying dif-
ferent areas of design. These include New
Jewelry (1985), New Ceramics (with
Ralph Turner, 1986), and New Furniture
(1987). Dormer was also a contributor to
New British Design (1986).

Dormer’s latest effort, The Meanings
of Modern Design: Towards the Twenty-
First Century, is a very different kind of
book. Its seven essays attempt to survey,
not the discipline of design history, but
the state of current design practice; he
even has something to say about its fu-
ture. As outlined in the preface, the book
examines three categories of designed
objects: consumer durables such as
vacuum cleaners, cameras, and blow dry-
ers; craft objects; and status-loaded, high-
design artifacts—"“heavenly goods” cre-
ated for the truly rich or “tokens” fabri-
cated for status-conscious yuppies. The
book also explores four broad themes: the
economic context of design (capitalism);
the influence of new technology; the rela-
tionship between making, consuming,
and individual satisfaction (consumer-
ism); and the effect of larger social values
on the design process.

One of the most interesting points in
the book comes right at the beginning of
the first chapter, where Dormer makes an
important distinction between “above the
line” and “below the line” design. The
line in question is the boundary between
public and private; between what’s evi-
dent about an object and what’s con-
cealed from view. Styling is above the
line, in these terms; engineering is below.

This is a critical distinction, according
to John Walker, that design historians
have ignored in the past. What a shame,
then, that Dormer has so very little to say
about “below the line” design, important
as it is. He is only interested in what de-
signers do, and even that is restricted to a
fairly narrow range: “In this book the
emphasis is upon the designer as stylist—
as a broker of ideas and values, a middle
personage between the manufacturers,
engineers and applied scientists on the
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one hand, and the consumer on the
other.”

As is evident from such a statement,
Dormer has some very large claims to
make for the significance of the designer
as stylist. (By “designer,” of course, he
means the industrial variety.) Ultimately,
he has to admit that this kind of work has
an increasingly limited significance, in
spite of what designers like to think about
themselves, when compared to areas of
our culture that are really bubbling. In a
very sad and unexpected conclusion to
a chapter on “Valuing the Handmade,”
he announces the dulling of design’s cut-
ting edge:

The heart of the contemporary avant

garde in the West is not craft or art or

the modernism versus post-modernist
debate—the heart is theoretical physics
and applied technology. How many of

us are able to enter the conceptual land-

scape of the new physics or are at home

in the craft of computer software con-
struction?

It seems that stylists are now con-
demned to the margins.
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