
40 41

Massimo Morozzi, Alberto Meda 
and enzo Mari (from left to right)
Photo © Giacomo Giannini

Juicer by Philippe Starck 
for Alessi (below)
Photo © Alessi

Massimo Morozzi: What’s changed in Italy? People, 
to start with. My grandchildren, for instance, are ba-
sically illiterate and spend most of their time watch-
ing TV. When they don’t know something, they look 
it up on the Internet where they find easy answers. 
They are what Alessandro Baricco calls New Barbar-
ians: people who use technology – consciously and 
more often unconsciously – to shake the fundamental 
values of the modern world. Essentially by having no 
values.

DAMN°: I assume you have a critical attitude towards 
this.
MM: Actually not. This youth fascinates me and so 
does change. After all, who was Ettore Sottsass if not 
a Barbarian? He would mix shapes, materials and 
meanings in a totally disruptive way in comparison 
to his contemporaries like Castiglioni or Zanuso. And 
Philippe Starck? He created some truly horrific things, 
like the infamous Alessi juicer, so nasty looking and 
totally useless yet a bestseller. Yet through this suc-
cess, Starck forced us to re-consider the value and 
meaning of good taste. And by doing so he shook the 
world of small-minded ethical issues and minimalism. 

M for Maestro
Italy is no longer what it used to be. gone are the times, in the Fifties and Sixties, 
when the country was looked upon as a herald of style and as the shaping force 
of contemporary design. Today its talents run abroad, companies tap into foreign 
schools, universities are not on the international map of the best institutions. What 
happened to Italy and its design culture? We have asked enzo Mari (78), Massimo 
Morozzi (70) and Alberto Meda (65) about ideas and recipes for change. 
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If people want to buy horrid things, what gives us the 
right to say whether they are right or wrong? So now 
I say, who gives us the right to say that our kids today 
are wrong? 

Alberto Meda: No one, surely. Yet we need to be care-
ful because the society that nests the ‘New Barbarians’ 
is clearly driven by two dangerous words: consuming 
and appearing. We could see this as some sort of con-
temporary game but it is a very dangerous one. I am 
not against consumption per se. Yet when it turns into 
a value, coupled with a superficial attitude of thought-
less emulation, the consequence is that people never 
stop and question the impact of this model on the en-
vironment. And, in the long term, on their own quality 
of life.

DAMN°: Surely this is true also for many other coun-
tries not just for Italy.
AM: Of course. Yet the situation here is particularly seri-
ous due to the impact of a TV that has traded educational 
purposes for entertainment ones, with a mad political 
situation that purposefully accelerates this process, and 
with a neglected schooling system that is managed by fi-
nancially-focused bureaucrats rather than by people who 
value the diffusion of Culture. So no, I do not dislike the 
Barbarians either; I do not condemn the life surfers. Yet I 
am worried that a sense of measure has been lost.

DAMN°: So how can this sense of measure be regained?
Enzo Mari: We all wonder why in the Fifties and Six-
ties some beautiful things were produced. Because they 
were originated in the minds of people who were not 
worried about whether they would be liked or not by 
the public and who dreamt of changing the world. 
Most innovative solutions were commercial disasters 
because planting the seeds of change means rowing 
against the tide. And very few actually want to do it. 
What is missing is a collective ethic.

AM: True. Yet today the environmental issue confronts 
us with a new challenge, a new ethical viewpoint. If we 
look for a vision for a better world to drive all that we 
do that could certainly be it.

MM: It is certainly a value, one that the youth are more 
likely to engage in rather than old ideologies as we used 
to. Almost symbolically today’s papers were reporting 
on one hand about Fidel Castro stating that socialism is 
no longer an option for Cuba and, on the other, about 
the Chinese government regulating chopsticks produc-
tion. To manufacture this tiny and apparently harmless 
object every day the equivalent of 150 football pitches 
of woodland are used! 

AM: Education and the industry should focus on the 
new contemporary emergencies: water and energy. Not 
just to be good but also to make money. Ecologically 
minded production is the only sustainable one, also fi-
nancially. When I was invited to teach at the IUAV in 
Venice, I decided to do courses on Domestic Energy: 
for four years I have been telling young people about 
these issues rather than on designing the next pretty 
chair. Who needs a new chair? 

EM: I appreciate your efforts, but schools are a busi-
ness. They exist to shape people to support industrial 
needs: making things that please the mass and last as 

little as possible, so they can be replaced. Supporting 
this means supporting a family thinking not a societal 
thinking. So everyone is all up in arms calling Zanuso, 
Castiglioni or Sottsass their heroes and tapping into the 
surface of their work. Rather than understanding its 
essentially ethical nature and trying to bring it to the 
next level, they copy the form. I say let’s teach our kids 
to be craftsmen, to master again the art of drawing (a 
slow skill that requires thinking), to understand what 
was done in the past, and why and how… University 
in Italy is a mafia and we all know it. It’s the refuge for 
underperforming professionals who want a safe salary 

DAMn° magazine # 26 / THE MAESTROS

Massimo Morozzi (above)
Photo © Giacomo Giannini

Topolone for edra
by Massimo Morozzi (top, right)
Photo © Edra

reflex for edra
by Massimo Morozzi (middle)
Photo © Edra

Leatherworks by the Campanas 
for edra (middle, right)
Photo © Edra

Paesaggi Italiani for edra
by Massimo Morozzi (right)
Photo © Edra

Water Carafe for Arabia Finland
by Alberto Meda (above)
Photo © Arabia Finland

Alberto Meda (below, left)
Photo © Giacomo Giannini

Solar bottle, a solar-powered 
water purification bottle by 
Alberto Meda & Francisco gomez 
Paz (below, middle) 
Photo © Alberto Meda

Mix desk LeD lamp by Paolo 
rizzatto and Alberto Meda for 
Luceplan (below, right and bottom)
Photo © Luceplan
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and don’t care about real education. I abhor schools. 
But above all, those teaching specialisation: they bring 
people to think that the Humanities, that are the ethical 
backbone to everything, are useless in today’s world. 
Yet the knowledge that they give in exchange is nothing 
that an intelligent person could not pick up in a few 
weeks of work. 

AM: Our universities are often criticised and rightfully 
so. Indeed, the system is worm-eaten, suffering from 
nepotism and bad, financially-minded administration. 
Yet I still believe it is here that we should bring in our 
vision because a lot of young people actually do care. 
Whether once they leave school they will find an in-
dustry that is able to listen that’s a whole different story. 
Years ago I designed a bottle that using solar energy 
gets water rid of bacteria. Everyone cheering the great 
idea but no producer in sight. Industrialists today want 
easy, quick returns on investments. 

MM: But does it matter whether schools are good or 
not? I am sceptical about all schools. I trained as an 
architect but I did not learn in the classroom but out-
side. Alberto Alessi says that design has got little to do 

with poetry and a lot with narrative. Who cares about 
a new chair or table, as you say? Yet if a chair, like the 
one that the Campanas designed for Edra, can take me 
closer to a degraded world and help me appreciate its 
pride in manual work and skills, then I welcome it! It’s 
not necessarily from schools that people learn. Those 
who wish to learn will always so do, because they will 
be picking up the signals.

EM: What signals? Imagine an orchestra whose ele-
ments are hopeless at music yet stubbornly refuse the 
signals of the director because they think they know 
better. What they produce is pure cacophony. Imagine 
that two or three amongst them actually know what 
they are doing and play really well. Will anybody hear 
them? No way…This surrounding mess has become 
our school, our reference point, our inspiration. Not 
only in design, obviously, but in everything. It’s the 
by-product of superficiality, of people mistaking free-
dom of expression with ignorant anarchy. Are people 
happy with it? Possibly, because real knowledge is hard 
work. What a philosopher thinks can be summarized 
in one straightforward page. But in order to get there, 
he wrote 800 pages of clarifications, answers to pos-
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sible opposing opinions, arguments. Diffused banality 
brings about empty idea repetition.

DAMN°: In which ways is this situation impacting the 
Made in Italy model? 
MM: In this respect I think that Italy today is still very 
much what it used to be. It can still leverage on the mix 
of craftsmanship, small industry and technology that 
was so successful in the past. People may well run off to 
China to manufacture mass produced objects but some 
things can only be made here. And our model cannot 
be repeated in China or India because it is peculiar to 
our own way of being and experiencing life. Not in the 
short term anyway. 

EM: I disagree. I was young when ours was a country 
of farmers. Then suddenly there was Neo-Realism and 
soon after the design culture. Countries learn and de-
velop rather quickly and you figure that out looking 
into their arts. China has been producing top quality 
art and cinema for already 10 years at least. They are 
ready for the jump and they will jump. Resting on past 
glories is providing false illusions. 

DAMN°: Most Italian companies today actually work with 
foreign designers. Is this a sign of crisis of the model? 
MM: Quite the opposite. The fact that foreign designers 
knock on our door is a further proof that the Made in 
Italy system is still healthy. We should not be national-
istic about creativity. What matters is that the produc-
tion model remains intact and profitable for as long as 

possible. And the communication models too. Nobody 
ever argues that the Salone del Mobile is the most im-
portant design event worldwide. And communication 
– whether we like it or not - is not just a collateral 
element but also a very important one. Just think of 
French fashion. Everyone looks up to it but there is 
no French creativity in it, just finance. Yet the model 
works. We used to be a country of makers because 
there was nothing else for us to do. We were good at 
working with wood, steel, later plastics. We became 
good at designing products and producing them. Then 
good in selling them. It was a fight for survival to start 
with, now it’s something that is rooted in our DNA. I 
am firmly convinced that Italy still has the wealth and 
the energy to continue to do so for a while longer. 

EM: About the Salone del Mobile as being one of our 
main points for pride. Actually, when I go there all I see 
is pure horror: an abominable cacophony of thousands 
of chairs, tables, objects that are supposed to have been 
designed simply due to the fact that they are there. Be-
cause design is now just perceived as form. No wonder 
the Italian word for ‘design’ is ‘progetto’, which makes 
all the difference. But these nuances are now totally lost 
in the mad search for something new that will make 
people rich and famous. The point is, it is virtually im-
possible to design a new chair. Because new designs are 
born out of technological or social changes, out of a 
need or a dream for a better world. They cannot be born 
from the desire to be liked by an audience with no clue, 
so that the manufacturing company makes more money. 

La Pera Modern Poster by enzo 
Mari for Danese (above)
© Danese

Sedia 1 chair by enzo Mari for
Artek, an original autoprogettazione 
project from 1974 (right)
Photos by Jouko Lehtola, © Artek

La Mela Modern Poster by enzo 
Mari for Danese (middle, right)
© Danese

16 Pesce for Danese 
by enzo Mari (bottom, right)
© Danese

Day-night by enzo Mari for Driade. 
A bed plus a backrest, independent 
from each other. Together, they turn 
the bed into a sofa. (below) © Driade

enzo Mari
Photo © Giacomo Giannini
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AM: He is right. Too much is done and it is impor-
tant for professionals to learn to say no to projects that 
make no sense. I understand, though, that this is in it-
self a privilege. Yet despite this, I also believe like Mas-
simo that in Italy we still enjoy a diffused creativity and 
a rich craftsmanship tradition that is, still today, very 
well expressed in the industry in the striving to reach 
an outstanding quality. Not always, but often. This is 
the greatest value we have and this we must do any-
thing to preserve. I think we still do. But it will not last 
forever by itself. Globalisation is pushing an increasing 
number of companies away from Italy and we need to 
start a policy of promotion and support.

EM: We are not touching the real issue. And that is 
that the crisis the world just experienced was the first 
whimper of a greater one. It will not be here tomor-
row or the day after but if we do not change it will 
arrive and it will be horrendous and irreversible. Its 
cause is the industrial paradigm, based on the separa-
tion of competences. Industry brought about some sort 
of prosperity for many (certainly not for all) but it also 
forced people not to think beyond their little garden. 
At work, and in their lives. So we now have a human-
ity with a full belly but with an empty brain and a sad 
heart. Why? Because they live in serfdom, to produce 
profit in exchange for small meaningless pleasures and 
by doing so they are spoiling their future and that of 
their children.

In Italy, for instance, the tragedy is not so much be-
ing governed by a madman Caesar. The real problem 
are his ten million little Caesars: people who proclaim 
themselves ethical but who only know the ‘family ethic’, 

their own and that of their friends. When people ask me 
who is the best designer, I think of a 70 year old farmer 
who plants seeds of chestnut trees in his field. He works 
hard but he knows that he will not be there 15 years 
later, when the trees will give out fruits, and shade and 
wood. Yet he does it anyway. In the same way, if today 
all people who know the difference between narrow-
minded family or group-focused morals and collective 
ethics, who also have the intelligence to focus on the 
essence of things, who have the power and the guts to 
take risks started to create a common communication 
ground and to plant the seeds of change, then possi-
bly in a few generations things may well change. The 
environmental danger is there for all to see. The indus-
trial paradigm that caused it cannot be sustained and it 
needs to be fought. Many call me a pessimist. But pessi-
mists are all those who put censorship on real problems. 
The future that I look for is one of an autarchy in which 
countries produce what they need for themselves. We 
need to get rid of the idea of global profit, finance, in-
dustries and brands. We need to get rid of advertising, 
and of all forms of sponsored communications, of the 
world of forms with no essence that has replaced our 
kids’ school and education. Of all that exists to convince 
us that we need what we do not need, and that knowl-
edge, wisdom and success can be easy and require no 
effort. We need to get rid of all the family-driven morals 
that could be all fine and well by themselves but that 
are all nonetheless blind. And we need to open our eyes 
towards a new collective ethic. And then, we may also 
have new designs. Because the first condition to create 
good design is passion for transformation. #
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The Timor Table calendar for 
Danese by Enzo Mari (above)
© Danese

Day-night sofa bed by enzo Mari 
for Driade (right) 
© Driade

A hArd nut to crAck

To order your free copy of the new MAGAZIN catalogue send an e-mail to catalogue@magazin.com or visit www.magazin.com.

contAInEr dS by kuno nüssli
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MAGAZIN introduces CONTAINER 
DS by Kuno Nüssli. You’ll be sur-
prised to discover that this is pro-
bably one of the toughest, yet most 
functional and flexible pieces of of-
fice and living room furniture you’ll 
ever find. CONTAINER DS is just 
one example of how MAGAZIN 

connects inspired, independent de-
signers with experienced makers of 
exceptionally well-made products.

Visit magazin.com and find out more
about Kuno Nüssli’s CONTAINER 
DS and other products made for or 
distributed exclusively by MAGAZIN.

PS: You’ll also find that, well, the 
MAGAZIN website and the cata-
logue are in German. So are the 
stores in Stuttgart, Bonn and  
Munich. A hard nut? The products 
always speak for themselves in any 
language. So this should be an 
easy one for you to crack.




