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Back to natute Tord Boontje’s ‘Fig Leaf’ wardrobe,

inessa Bell’s Omega screen, Studio Job’s ‘Robber Baron’ table (top); and Duncan Grant’s plate (bottom)

Some impressive examples
of designartaregoingon
display attwo London
venues, finds Ossian Ward

This page has been devoted tothe
phenomenon of ‘design art’ before, but
never has such a convincing display
beenmounted in London. ‘Telling Tales:
Fantasy and Fear in Contemporary
Design’ isabit of a mouthful, but the

proofinthis puddingis in the eatingand

it'saheady confection for sure.
Awooded entry leads you from the
V&A into Forest Glade’, the first of
three camper-than-Christmas
environments, followed by ‘Enchanted
Castle’ and ‘Heaven and Hell’. The leafy,
mirrored and moody backdrops are
distracting, but not to the detriment of
these already confused, oft-grotesque
hybridsof, say, a wedding dress

nature of these objectsand how their
ugly or ostentatious aesthetics seem to
frustrate the very purpose of furniture
or domestic usefulness. The definition of
‘designart’ iseverywhere; when i
functionis notof sole importance, the
artistry takes over, cleverly
interweaving work-a-day familiarity
with visualideas that challenge such
normality. So, the Fig Leaf’ armoireby
Dutch designer Tord Boontjeisbotha

. placetohangclothes, onits bronze

branches, and a thing of insane beauty,
with 616 enamelled copper leaves. But
what makesitartand notjustlouche
design is the comment Boontje prompts
onthevery actof covering our original
nudity. It's deeper than its looks.
Another characteristicof ‘designart’
is vastexpense, with mostitems
produced ineditions of only three or five.
Studio Job (more Belgian and Dutch
designers) excoriatingly sends up

fused with a chair, ora bath L} thisexclusivity inits ‘Robber
mashed witha boat; notto oy ', Baron’seriesechoing the
mention the dead-calfstool 4 4 i _ tastes of Russianblack
and the pig’s-skull teapot | marketeersor Chicagoan
(witha water-rat cosy, in | mobsters. Their gold
caseyoureinterested). e A cabinethasits contents
Beyond ‘TheLion, the ‘¢ = exposed by abank-heist
Witchand the Wardrobe’ \f;, f, 2 — hole, while the ‘Robber
theme-parkery, there’sa true -\Q S Baron’tablebillowsa cloud of
engagement with the complex —u-l’ industrialist pollution. These

jokes on power and glamour would
reflectironically on their owners’ wealth
wereitnotfor the converseirony that the
V&A probably can'tafford such pricey
pieces for its own collection.

The selection by Gareth Williamsis
not uniformly satisfying, but the
brilliant catalogue explains the pull of

‘Fig Leaf’ wardrobe
commentsontheact
of covering our nudity

theseobjects without the finalroom’s
OTT (Damien) Hirstian histrionics of
skulls, taxidermy and coffin boxes.

Yet ‘designart’ isnotanew-fangled
craze. Consider what the Bloomsbury
set wereup tomore thana century agoin
ashopfrontonFitzroy Square, W1.
Omega Workshops was an industrious
studiowhereartistssuchas Duncan
Grantand Vanessa Bell toiled away on
designs for dresses, carpetsand
ceramics that would bear distinctive
abstract patterns, derived from post-
impressionists like Matisse and Derain.

The Courtauld’s slim but fascinating
show, ‘Beyond Bloomsbury: Designs of

the Omega Workshops 1913-19
explains how art criticRoger Fry
(Omega’s leading light) introduced
avant-garde French painting to London,
butnot quite why he tried hishand at
putting cubismon rugs and shawls. His
decorative experiment didn’teven last
aslong asthe show’s title suggests,
closing in 1916, perhaps duetoalack of
seriousness in daubing on tablesand
lampshades, but more likely due to the
costand exertion of producing uniquely
customised, hand-pimped objects. Yes,
itwasearly ‘designart’ (althoughevery
piece was meant to be collaborative,
stamped with Omega’sanonymous‘ ’),
butFry deemed ita failureand shutup
shop, blaming the closed-mindedness of
English tastes, rather than the
lengthening First World War.

Fry wasright tobelieve that interior
design could convey the ‘expressive
power of thehumanmind’ - why can'ta
teapot make youstopand think in the
same way a painting might? And while
thebest designartis onshow today at
the V&A, Fry wasalsorighttosay that
it'sanything butmadein England.
‘Teling;Tales’is at the V&A until Oct
18, ‘Beyond Bloomsbury’is at the
Courtauld Gallery until Sept 20.
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