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This is the way it goes. In your mid-forties you have your first crisis of 

mortality (death will not ignore me); and ten years later you have your first 

crisis of age (my body whispers that death is already intrigued by me)… As 

the fiftieth birthday approaches, you get the sense that your life is thinning 

out…And sometimes you say to yourself: That went a bit quick.  … In certain 

moods, you may want to put it rather more forcefully. As in: OY!! THAT 

went a BIT FUCKING QUICK!!...Then fifty comes and goes…And life 

thickens out again.  Because there is now an enormous and unsuspected 

presence within your being, like an undiscovered continent.  This is the past. 

The Pregnant Widow, Martin Amis, 2010, p. 5. 

Henry Casey, age 20, after the fatal crash of his father’s hard-drive:  “That’s 

just your past, isn’t it?” 

 



My ongoing crisis of confidence about the relevance of my thoughts on 

design came to a head at this year’s Furniture Fair in New York.  This 

insecurity, particularly acute last year, was fed by colleagues’ conversations 

about design’s role in reshaping insurance, finance, healthcare, and a host of 

wicked problems.   

Why, when my intellect was telling me to redirect my attention to these 

praise-worthy issues, these matters of genuine social consequence, why did I 

find myself stopped in my tracks by a vase?  Why did I feel my molecules 

rearrange themselves in the face of Maxim Velčovský’s “Vase of Vases”?  

 



 

Maxim Velčovský, “Vase of Vases,” 2008 



But what an object!  For those of you who don’t know it, indulge me.  More 

the offspring of all vases than the mother of all vases, the ‘V of V’ was made 

by impressing older pieces of Bohemian cut-glass vases into its body of clay. 

(Did I mention Velčovský is Czech?) The traditional cylindrical vase is 

animated by a series of Borromini-esque concavities. Its panels are 

imprinted with ghost patterns and seamed together into delirious scalloped 

whole.  

Who knows? Maybe it’s the natural inclination of depressives to be drawn to 

small and manageable things.  But I hold out some hope that my attraction to 

the vase’s tectonics of ins and outs might be less than irrelevant.  For there is 

nothing worse than feeling impotent, and that is how I clearly feel -- both in 

the microcosm of the academy, where systems of design are valued more 

than the artifacts of design, and in the macrocosm of the environmental and 

social crises that are reshaping the academy’s priorities in the first place.  

In a bid for a modicum of relevance, I want to argue that this polarity 

between systems and artifacts is a false construct. Objects are part of these 

systems and they still need our willed attention—not as discrete museum 

pieces, but as the microcosmic forces within those systems. Like the cells in 

our bodies, like the individual bodies that comprise our communities, objects 



have ripple affects in the world. Things are powerful actors, whose 

physiques are increasingly disparaged.  And I mention the body quite 

deliberately here because with all the attention to the social in design, the 

corporeal is often overlooked.  So why are objects in such disrepute?  I can 

think of three reasons in particular: 

First, because we don’t lead sedentary lives; mobility reduces our ability to 

carry things with us, to treasure things for their pasts.  

Second, objects seem less the point when they are simply hosts for rapid 

cycles of technology.  Narrative has been removed from the object’s 

physiognomy and made it akin to an oral history that gets passed on, from 

device to device—objects don’t speak to us like they used to.  Their 

hardware is just a shell for virtual experiences – experiences that reinforce 

rapid consumption. (As beautiful as it seems to be, I’m told that the iPad is 

just a credit card tied to the Internet.  My son Henry calls it a virtual mall 

with one major chain--the ITunes store, now bringing you books, magazines, 

movies and more on demand.)  

Third, and most obviously, objects are less valued because they are filling 

our landfills. Our replacement mentality, accelerated by cumulus cloud data 

and regular showers of new products with lower case “i”s, threatens to 



suffocate the earth.    Mind you it’s the mentality, not the products per se 

that I take issue with here.  

I would argue that we pay too little attention to things. By discounting their 

value, we find it easy to rid ourselves of their presence. Which brings me to 

my defense of the Vase of Vases.  Its negative patterns rescue the past at the 

same they subvert it.  Its surfaces beg to be touched, not just seen, and more 

importantly they embody the agency of their rescue.    

Now it could be that I’m speaking from age, being just on the thickening 

cusp of 60, and that saving and the past only take on meaning when you 

realize you are not immortal. The sad thing is that the “Information,” as 

Martin Amis would say and did say, the Information that we are dying and 

the planet is dying, can’t wait for the next generations’ mid-life crises to set 

in.  Yet, it is almost impossible to expect otherwise.  

Our brain isn’t wired to see death--ours or the planet’s.  Yet, we act on faith 

all the time.  We buy insurance, if we can get it.  But we need to do more 

than insure our valuables; we need to care for them. We need to relearn the 

value of repair as an ethos—a way of living in the world, not just as a way of 

designing.  



To my mind, design, sustainable design is an oxymoron, unless it involves 

repair.   Of course, one of the most common responses is that we need to 

design things to last.  But people redecorate and replace perfectly good 

furniture and appliances all the time. Wearing the same outfit to every party 

is unheard of. So designing things that are durable and desirable cannot be 

the answer.  

 

What we really need to do is address our consuming behaviors head on, and 

need	to	crank	up	the	propaganda	machine	to	change	values,	to	make	

hand-me	downs	and	sharing	systems	appealing—again,	not	just	to	the	

committed	but	to	the	public	at	large.  And the virtue of repair, from a pr 

point of view, is that it sounds positive because it’s additive or at least 

recombinant, while reducing consumption sounds negative because it’s 

subtractive--and to most people’s way of thinking, punitive.  

So, short of a complete collapse of the world economy, which would do the 

job quite neatly, we need to figure out ways to popularize an ethos of repair. 

Repair shops should be flourishing; our stuff gleaming in their resurrections 

and startling us in their reincarnations.  Let’s teach kids how to sew again, 

offer honors courses in repairs. Design-build programs shouldn’t be the 

perogative of architecture schools.  We should be shopping in our proverbial 



closets and employing folks to revive the stuff inside. Accumulation can be 

viewed as savings not as junk bonds.  The very act of hesitation about an 

object's future possibilities may be the first step toward curbing our 

appetites. Small acts can be habit forming.  And the echoes within small 

objects, like the Vase of Vases, may be instructive after all. 

	

	


