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Coming face to face with a stoned caterpillar would be enough to flummox anyone, especially 
if, like Lewis Carroll's Alice, you'd already changed size inexplicably several times that day. "I 
can't remember things as I used," she told the Caterpillar, "and I don't keep the same size for 
ten minutes together." 
 
Strolling around last month's Milan Furniture Fair was as disconcerting as any of Lewis Carroll's 
stories, because object after object was blown up into gargantuan proportions. Marcel 
Wanders's lamps, Philippe Starck's vases and Studio Job's giant tea service were all primly 
traditional in style, but wildly exaggerated in size. 
 
This seemingly nutty sizing is calculated to appeal to the art collectors who're splashing out on 
spectacularly impractical examples of design. But it isn't just a cunning ploy to extract 
$24,000-plus for one of Studio Job's bumper bronze sculptures of pots and pans. Surreal sizing 
is symptomatic of a deeper change in design, and a reflection of how advances in technology 
and consumer attitudes are transforming the way we value the objects we use each day. 
 
In ye olden days, from the Industrial Revolution to the end of the 20th century, there was one 
rule of size in design: big equals better. This was because big also tended to equal more 
powerful, more luxurious and more expensive. You'd always expect the biggest version of a 
product to cost more, and (hopefully) to be better than the rest. And if you opted for a 
miniaturized object, you did so in the knowledge that the sound of a transistor radio may well 
be fuzzy, as could the picture on the tiny screen of a portable TV. 
 
Even the exceptions tended to prove the rule. Modernist furniture was light and compact, but 
seen in spacious settings like Le Corbusier's Villa Savoye or Philip Johnson's Glass House. And 
buckling yourself into Concorde's cramped cabin simply reminded you of how odd it seemed 
that the world's most expensive commercial aircraft should be so small. 
Vulgar though it could be, there was an underlying logic to "big equals better," because you 
could see that you were getting more for more of your money. Equally reassuring was the 
relationship between an object's size and shape, and what it did. Even if you'd never seen a 
table or knife before, you could guess roughly how to use them from their appearance. 
Sometimes the link was more direct. A Dansette portable record player could never have been 
smaller than a 12-inch vinyl LP, or a Sony Walkman than a cassette tape. 
 
All of this changed when integrated circuit chips enabled computer power to be compressed 
into tiny pieces of metal. "The computational power of a machine that sixty years ago weighed 
60,000 pounds and occupied 1,800 square feet," or about 27,000 kilograms and 170 square 
meters, "can now be packed on to a sliver of metal less than a tenth the size of the nail on 
your pinkie," wrote the digital designer John Maeda in his book, "The Laws of Simplicity." 
 
That's why the function of digital objects bears no relation to their size or any other aspect of 
their appearance. How could you possibly guess what a games console or a Wi-Fi router did by 
looking at one of those impenetrable plastic boxes? The same goes for an iPod, or a smart 
phone. "There is a new category of objects where you have no idea how they work," said 
Jonathan Ive, senior vice president of industrial design at Apple. "And when you have no sense 
of how something works, it is very easy to feel intimidated by it." 
 
Designers and manufacturers have tried to assuage our fears. Why else would computers have 
been packaged in that unprepossessing shade of greige for so long? And why else would Apple 
have tried to make the original iMacs look friendly by showing us their innards, and livening 
them up with cheerful colors? But that was back in the late 1990s. We've since become 
accustomed to encountering new products with logic-defying looks, and to the irony of 
multifunctional digital devices being smaller than their instruction manuals. 
 
That's partly because we're also used to seeing digitally distorted images in photographs, 
whether they're of a movie star's magically slim hips, or a suspiciously spacious apartment in a 



real estate brochure. And it's partly because we now value other things, which don't have 
anything to do with how a product looks. One is the quality of its user interface design - 
techie-speak for how easily we can operate a digital device - which is increasingly important at 
a time when they're becoming so complex. So too, in an era of ethical consumption, is the 
biography of the object: where it was made, from what, by whom, how fairly the workers were 
treated, and what will happen to it at the end of its working life. 
All of that doesn't mean that size and appearance are no longer important, but that they're 
less so, given that there are so many other issues to consider. And that's just as well, because 
the next step will be for the object to disappear, once designers have replaced it with software. 
 
If that sounds like sci-fi fantasy, just think of all of the once-ubiquitous products that have 
already vanished. Burglar alarms are no longer boxes with wires attached, but part of 
telecommunications systems: as are answering machines and alarm clocks. E-mail has 
usurped the role of letters and fax machines, just as MP3 files have supplanted LPs, cassette 
tapes and CDs. 
 
Many designers see this process as a logical solution to an environmental crisis. Why waste 
scarce resources to make new things when intangible software can do the job just as well? The 
Japanese industrial designer Naoto Fukasawa has coined a phrase for it: "erasing physical 
existence." He is experimenting with new ways of replacing individual objects, like his 
illuminated bathroom tiles, which function as lights when switched on, but look like tiles when 
turned off. What would Lewis Carroll and Alice have made of that? 
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