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Uninterrupted architectural 
lines of concrete and 
brick alongside the 
absence of decoration and 
ornamentation. 1930s Philips 
factory buildings made up of 
glass and concrete. 1950s 
modern housing areas built 
from templated designs. And 
pedestrianised shopping 
centres for modern consumer 
experiences, reachable by 
wide, straight roads.

The architectural backdrop of 
my upbringing in the city of 
Eindhoven, the Netherlands, 
was a modernist one. 
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Buildings representative of 
the modernist heritage of the 
city of Eindhoven.



Additionally, graphic design 
elements in public life in the 
Netherlands — such as books, 
posters and road signage — 
reflecting mid-century notions 
of clear typography, ‘neutral 
design’, eye for detail and 
visual organisation, which 
are all strongly connected 
to the country’s national 
identity, have made me wonder 
how having been exposed 
to this environment full of 
expectations has contributed 
to my views and experiences 
as both an individual and a 
graphic designer.
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Graphic design which is 
seen as typical for the public 
sphere in the Netherlands.
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Example of a typical Dutch ordered landscape

Example of a typical Dutch 
ordered landscape

I live in a modern apartment 
with white walls and limited 
accent colours, no outspoken 
ornamentation and with most 
personal items stored out of 
sight as if it were to function 
as a public space. 

I dress in clothes with a limited 
colour scheme and which were 
purposely chosen for their 
minimal detailing. 

And the stripped back pieces 
of graphic design, which I tend 
to create, follow a series of 
rules which I adopted during 
my university education.



Over the past two years, 
my graphic design practice 
has been going through the 
process of questioning itself. 
I’ve been wondering what 
the position of the graphic 
designer is within a visual 
culture of dragging-and-
dropping where meaning 
easily becomes lost through 
the passing on and copying of 
aesthetics.

Realising my lack of 
knowledge of the things that 
are historically connected to 
modernism, I became keen 
to place my practice and 
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interests within a broader 
historic context of modernism 
in the western world. I also 
aimed to deconstruct how 
modernism shaped my 
personality in relation to this 
practice through exposure, 
interpretation and a lack of 
relevant knowledge. 

The keenness to conduct this 
research took me by surprise 
as up until that point, I had 
considered design to be a 
representation of progress, 
and progress to always be a 
good thing, something that is 
quite problematic.
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Works from my graphic 
design practice which I find 
most representative for my 
way of working.
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Photo of the Eindhoven University of Technology in 1962, 
during the construction of its campus.

Music venue De Effenaar, a former Philips factory building in the 
Strijp S area, Oude Gracht post WWII housing area, Eindhoven 
central train station.

Local shopping centre Winkelcentrum Woensel in the state it 
was originally built in, cultural centre Dynamo.

Maritiem Musem Rotterdam visual identity by Taken By Storm, 
train carrying the branding of the Nederlandse Spoorwegen 
(Dutch Railways), poster for Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam by 
Wim Crouwel, branding for Amsterdam City Council by Eden 
Spiekermann, MMMM by Experimental Jetset, new style Dutch 
national motorway signage, visual identity for the Dutch Police 
by Studio Dumbar, KLM (Royal Dutch Airways) logo by FHK 
Henrion in 1964.

Spreads from a publication I designed for curator Sofie Fischer-
Rasmussen in 2016.

Posters I designed for The Telfer Gallery and Scottish Sculpture 
Workshop in 2015 and 2016.



The start of working 
in monochrome and 

its influence on 
design thinking
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Throughout my adulthood 
I have been mesmerised by 
the use of black and white in 
design and fashion. I believed 
that it was ‘retro’ and that retro 
meant the origin of design. 

Black and white optical art 
grabbed my attention whilst 
at the same time I dismissed 
more colourful works of the 
same genre which weren't 
limited to this duality of colour.

It must have been at this point 
that I began to consider black 
and white to be at the basis 
of graphic design thinking, 

BLACK AND WHITE
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Black and white optical art and 
graphic design documentation 
I was exposed to in my late teens 
through 1960s design books.

BLACK AND WHITE BLACK AND WHITE
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although I can’t remember 
where exactly these thoughts 
came from. 

It was as if black and white 
— or, to be more precise, its 
ultimate staging of contrast 
— took hold of me in such a 
way that early exposure to 
black and white in design has 
defined my way of working 
ever since. 

Through 1960s design books 
I was exposed to fashion, 
architecture, logos and 
furniture which were all black 
and white. 

Many of these works were 
related to the Space Age, 
and taking its focus on the 
future into consideration, 
I wonder if this moment 
in time — intentionally or 
unintentionally — marked 
itself a clean slate in design.

BLACK AND WHITE BLACK AND WHITE

An album cover from 2003 in 
sixties retro style. Imitating 
fashion and visual style from the 
1960s, these visuals were typical 
for the early 21st century.
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Black and white design objects 
as well as black and white 
documentation of design objects 
I saw in 1960s design books.

BLACK AND WHITE BLACK AND WHITE
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BLACK AND WHITE BLACK AND WHITE

The black and white way of 
thinking became permanently 
cemented into my graphic 
design practice when, during 
the 50th anniversary of the 
Helvetica typeface in 2007, 
I was exposed to angular and 
minimal typographic works 
by Dutch design studios from 
that time. All of the works were 
produced in black and white.

I started to consider the white 
canvas to be the equivalent of 
the default and felt comfortable 
not applying colour to 
backgrounds. In hindsight I can 
see that the combination

of grids, geometry, popular 
typography and the colours 
black and white influenced 
me and came to dominate my 
graphic design practice.

Early 21st century graphic design 
works I have been exposed to. 
They all have black and white as 
their basis.
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Once I started researching 
the modernist realm of design 
and architecture through black 
and white imagery, I became 
aware of the colourful history 
of design preceding the post-
World War II era which had 
defined my practice. 

It came as a shock to me that 
this colourful visual wealth 
had existed all this time 
without me being aware of it.

BLACK AND WHITE

Poster for the 1930 Stockholm 
Exhibition, which contributed 
significantly to the introduction 
of modernism as Sweden's new 
design and architecture standard 
for the 20th century.
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BLACK AND WHITE BLACK AND WHITE

A selection of examples of early 
modernist graphic design in 
Europe and North America. It 
shows the domination of colour 
in the period 1910—1940 despite 
technical options being limited and 
costs being high.
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A selection of examples of early 
modernist designed objects and 
fabrics showing a variety of 
colours and representing a range 
of European countries.
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Examples of early modernist 
European and North American 
interiors and exteriors showing 
colour being implemented 
generously.
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BLACK AND WHITE

Monochromatism is the word 
commonly used to describe a total 
colorblindness in which all objects 
appear as shades of grey.

In the context of retroactive 
looking we could also assign this 
word to describe the collective 
transition to monochrome 
imagery based on the wrongful 
interpretation of past images.

I found out that since the 
years after World War II, 
early modernism was mostly 
perceived through its black 
and white documentation and 
naively interpreted as ‘black 
and white pictures of a black 
and white world’. 

In one way or another this 
led to the rich palette of 
early modernism to be either 
dismissed as something 'old’ 
or simply forgotten, and the 
black and white to become 
the basis of the status quo 
of design. Regardless of the 
way this happened, it looks 
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BLACK AND WHITE BLACK AND WHITE

as if the collective memory of 
modernism was at some point 
rewritten to become one based 
on black and white. 

Despite the apparent love I 
generally have for black and 
white design, I felt like I had 
been withheld a large part 
of the necessary historic 
knowledge for me to make up 
my own mind about what I do 
and do not like.

Documentation of park 
restaurant Lilla Paris at the 1930 
Stockholm Exhibition filled with 
wooden tables and chairs in a 
warm shade and featuring murals 
in not only black and white but 
also light blue and red.
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’Black 
and 

white 
pictures...

...of a 
black and 

white 
world’
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BLACK AND WHITE
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BLACK AND WHITE BLACK AND WHITE

An overview of the representation 
of colour by grey tones in black 
and white photos shown on the 
previous pages.
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Black 
and 

white 
pictures...

...lead to 
a black 

and white 
world

BLACK AND WHITE BLACK AND WHITE
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Black and white images were 
seen as representations of 
black and white themselves. 
The interior shown to the right 
is strictly black and white and 
could therefore be considered 
a reconstruction rooted in the 
wrongful interpretation of 
black and white documentation 
of the original interior.

BLACK AND WHITE

The misinterpretation process 
and the appropriation of black and 
white as the standard.
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BLACK AND WHITE

”Le Corbusier 
placed colours 

of almost 
equivalent 

brightness next 
to one another 
to create the 
illusion of a

consistent 
volume, knowing 

that when 
photographed the 
difference would 
be perceived as a 

shaded white”
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The Philips light tower in 
Eindhoven was originally built 
in grey concrete and brick but 
painted white in 1953.
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Other rooms in the house are 
used as gallery spaces and colour 
documentation of the original 
interior can't be found. 
I now want to know what colours 
were present in the house's 
original interior.

In early 2019, during a visit to 
the Mies van der Rohe Haus, 
located in the outskirts of Berlin, I 
encountered this completely white 
interior. 
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BLACK AND WHITE

The emergence of black and white 
based graphic design, art and 
fashion between 1950 and 1975. 
Like in my own practice, some 
works feature colour but still have 
black and white as their basis.
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BLACK AND WHITE

The coming into existence of 
buildings, furniture and other 
designed products after WWII. 
They are black, white and shades 
of grey.
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Now, each time I come across 
black and white images, I 
feel the urge to ask myself 
questions about what I really 
see when looking at this 
imagery. 

—Which colours am I not 
seeing when looking at black 
and white images? 

—What is represented by black 
and white in design?

86
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Cover of Kylie Minogue's 'Body Language', 2003

Designs by Experimental Jetset, Mevis en Van Deursen and 
Bureau for Visual Affairs

'Black and white pictures of a black and white world'
Kim Beil 
'The Myth of Black and White Modernism: Color Photographs 
and the Politics of Retrojective Looking' from 'Visual Resources 
vol. 31', 2015

'Le Corbusier placed colours of almost equivalent brightness 
next to one another to create the illusion of a consistent volume, 
knowing that when photographed the difference would be 
perceived as a shaded white'
Barbara Klinkhammer
'Creation of the Myth: "White" Modernism' 
Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture
92nd annual meeting,

Christopher Burke
'Active Literature: 
Jan Tschichold and New 
Typography'
Hyphen, 2008

Kim Beil 
'The Myth of Black and 
White Modernism: Color 
Photographs and the Politics 
of Retrojective Looking' from 
'Visual Resources vol. 31'
2015

Gestalten
'Inside Utopia: Visionary 
Interiors and Futuristic 
Homes'
Gestalten, 2017

Andrian Gale, James Gowan, 
Sandra Honey and 
Frank Russell 
'Mies Van Der Rohe: 
European Works 
(Architectural Monographs 
No. 11)'
St. Martin's Press, 1986

Katherine Nelson, 
Raul Cabra and 
Christopher Mount
'New Scandinavian Design'
Chronicle Books, 2004

Marilyn DeLong and 
Barbara Martinson
'Color and Design'
Berg Publishers, 2013

Lesley Jackson
'Sixties: decade of design 
revolution'
Tim Benton
'The villas of Le Corbusier 
1920-1930'
Phaidon, 2000

Barbara Klinkhammer
'Creation of the Myth: 
"White" Modernism' 
Association of Collegiate 
Schools of Architecture
92nd annual meeting,
2004

Magdalena Droste
'Bauhaus'
Taschen, 2015

Sources and inspiration:

Philippe Garner
'Sixties Design'
Taschen, 2001

Christopher Wilk
'Modernism 1914-1939: 
Designing a new world'
V&A, 2006

Reginal Isaacs
'Gropius: An illustrated 
biography of the creator of 
the Bauhaus'
Bulfinch Press, 1991

www.digitaltmuseum.se

James Marston Fitch
'Masters of world architecture: 
Walter Gropius'
George Braziller, 1960

Dominic Bradbury
'Modernist Design Complete'
Thames & Hudson, 2018

Charlotte and Peter Fiell 
'Scandinavian Design'
Taschen, 2013

Andrea Kollnitz and 
Louise Wallenberg
'Modernism och Mode'
Carlsson, 2014

SOURCES, REFERENCES AND INSPIRATION



Colonial modernism, 
cleanliness and 

national identity

Black 
amongst 

White
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During my research into black 
and white documentation of 
early modernist architecture, 
I came across images of 
modernist buildings in various 
colonies. As they were 
built by Western colonial 
powers, I wonder whether 
they were experimenting 
with this architecture before 
implementing it 'at home'.

Despite the fact that I had a 
reasonable understanding of 
what happened during the 
times of colonial occupation, 
this direct relationship 
between modernism and 
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colonialism, which I choose 
to refer to as 'export', was 
completely new to me. 

Imagining these new 
findings alongside the 
knowledge I have about 
modernist architects aiming 
to 'cleanse' away ornament, 
I can't stop seeing the 
removal of ornament as 
the annihilation of native 
cultural ornamentation. This 
means the idea of universal 
modernism clearly had a 
strictly Western attitude and 
could easily be problematised 
in a global context.
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’The moral 
and physical 
health needs 
of ”modern 
humanity”

called for... 
...a 

”sanitation” 
of body 

and mind’
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THIS PAGE

Dutch East Indies 
(Indonesia)
Under Dutch rule
Independence 1949

OPPOSITE PAGE

British Mandate of Palestine
(Israel and Palestine)
Under British rule
Split into 2 states in 1948
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RIGHT

British Cyprus
(Cyprus)
Under British rule
Independence 1960

BELOW

Kingdom of Cambodia
(Cambodia)
Under French rule
Independence 1953

Federation of Malaya
(Malaysia and Singapore)
Under British rule
Independence 1963
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OPPOSITE PAGE

Hong Kong
(Hong Kong SAR)
Under British rule
Transferred back to China in 1997

BELOW

Portuguese Macau
(Macau SAR)
Under Portuguese rule
Transferred back to China in 1999
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TOP

Colony and Protectorate of Kenya
(Kenya)
Under British rule
Independence 1964

BOTTOM

French Algeria 
(Algeria)
Under French rule
Independence 1962

OPPOSITE PAGE

French Morocco
(Morocco)
Under French rule
Independence 1956
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THIS PAGE

Portuguese West Africa
(Angola)
Under Portuguese rule
Independence 1974

OPPOSITE PAGE

Belgian Congo
(Dem. Rep. of the Congo)
Under Belgian rule
Independence 1960
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THIS PAGE

Portuguese East Africa
(Mozambique)
Under Portuguese rule
Independence 1975

OPPOSITE PAGE

British Gold Coast
(Ghana)
Under British rule
Independence 1957
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OPPOSITE PAGE

Italian Eritrea
(Eritrea)
Under Italian rule
Independence 1947

THIS PAGE

Ruanda-Urundi 
(Rwanda and Burundi)
Under Belgian rule
Independence 1962
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THIS PAGE

Guadeloupe
Under French rule
Currently an overseas region and 
department of France

OPPOSITE

Surinam/Dutch Guiana
(Suriname)
Under Dutch rule
Independence 1975





Shirley cards, named after a 
former Kodak studio model, 
were the images used as the 
standard for colour calibration 
in labs all over the world.

To colour match Shirley’s skin 
tone was to achieve a 'normal' 
color balance, a setting 
that was applied to all film, 
whether the recorded skin was 
white or not.
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Looking at its white painted 
walls, ceilings and woodwork, 
I consider the apartment I live
in to be a typical Stockholm 
apartment. And as far as
I know, throughout my lifetime 
I have mainly heard people 
planning to paint their walls 
white. I definitely have myself. 
This in order to have a 'clean' 
and 'neutral' interior.

The views we have on the 
neutrality of the colour white 
date back to colonial times. 
Colonial settlers started using 
white fabrics  to express 
civility and cleanliness 

in order to distinguish 
themselves from native 
populations. In the West, bold 
coloured fabrics tended to be 
frowned upon and considered 
a sign of inferiority. 

Based on this history, I keep 
looking at white design as 
something invented by white 
people for white people. It 
would be the basis of what is 
defined by the West as 'good 
taste'. A white apartment 
for white people shaping 
racialised European ideas 
of national identity through 
design.
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These notions of national 
identity feed back into ideas 
about appearance. After 
moving to Sweden, one of 
the first things I noticed was 
the similarity between ways 
individuals on the train were 
dressed. The  colour palette 
dominating the minimal 
garments was limited to 
'neutrals' — black, white, grey, 
navy blue and beige — and 
the odd muted colour such as 
khaki green or brown.

Barely anyone stood out and 
since I didn't comply with this 
dresscode — bold orange is 

one of my favourite colours — 
it made me feel foreign and 
an outcast. Some people were 
staring at me with what I can 
only describe as suspicion and 
I kept thinking it was because 
they knew I wasn't one of 
them. 

What I also noticed was the 
relatively large proportion of 
women who had dyed their 
hair platinum blonde. Up until 
then I thought that Swedish 
people were mostly blonde 
anyway, but I don't know 
where that idea came from. 
It made me think of how, as 
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’Pale Swedes 
will disappear 

against 
an overly 
colourful 

backdrop... 

... Blond 
Swedish 
design 

harmonizes 
with the 

blond, pale 
Swedes’

BLACK AMONGST WHITEBLACK AMONGST WHITE

The writer of the book this quote 
was taken from uses the quote 
to demonstrate the connection 
between 'neutral design' and the 
stereotype of blonde Swedes.
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a little boy, I had platinum 
blonde hair in summer and 
kept referring to myself as 
blonde as my hair darkened 
with age, as if blonde hair had 
gifted me with a certain status. 

I wonder if I would have been 
perceived as more Dutch if 
my hair had still been blonde. 
I also wonder if the Swedish 
women I saw on the train were 
trying to highlight that they 
were Swedish. These thoughts 
bring up questions about who 
is likely to be accepted into a 
western society and whether 
they would have to look a 
certain way.

133

Stills from a campaign video for 
Landsorganisationen i Sverige 
(LO), the Swedish Trade Union 
Confederation, from 2018. In the 
video, blonde hair seems to be 
consistently used throughout to 
create a feeling of what Swedish 
people generally look like. These 
seemingly stereotypical depictions 
feed into notions of national 
identity in Sweden.
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Advertisement for Clairol blonde 
hairdye which 'lifts out the dark 
colour' from 1969.

The infographic below is about the 
projected growth and movement of 
first and second generation non-
western immigrant households in 
the Netherlands.

Population whiteness is here 
represented by the colour white, 
fading to black as the immigrant 
percentage increases. 

The problematic aspect of this 
infographic is that 100% black 
only represents 12.5% of the 
population, adding an emotional 
feeling of 'population blackness' to 
these statistics.



p98-99

p130-131

>

'The moral and physical health needs of "modern humanity" 
called for...a ”sanitation” of body and mind'
Beatriz Colomina and Mark Wigley
'Are We Human: Notes on an Archeology of Design'

'Pale Swedes will disappear against an overly colourful 
backdrop...Blond Swedish design harmonizes with the blond, 
pale Swedes'
Jeff Werner and Tomas Björk
'Blond and Blue-eyed Whiteness, Swedishness, and Visual 
Culture'

Hotel and villa in Bandoeng, street in Soerabaja
2x apartment complex, a school and a square in Tel Aviv
Famagusta town hall, Press and Information Office, Nicosia, 
Battambang Royal Railway Station
Lido and Ruby Cinemas and Majestic Theatre in Ipoh
Residential block, hotel, telephone building and cityscape in 
Hong Kong
Apartment block and theatre in Macau
Norwich Union office building in Nairobi, Oceanic Hotel in 
Mombasa, hygiene school in Oran
Hôtel Mauritania in Agadir, club house and Carrière Centrale 
residential area in Casablanca
Market in Huambo, Hotel Presidente in Luanda, Cine-Teatro 
Imperium in Lobito  
Bank, commercial buildings and cityscape in Kinshasa
Cinema in Inhambane, hotel and church in Maputo
Unversity building, library, school and technical institute
Factory, theatre, house and office building in Asmara
House, multi-purpose building and university campus
Villa and hotel
National Assembly, post office (exterior/interior) in Paramaribo
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Recently, when asked about 
my educational background, 
I was reminded of the context
in which I started my 
graphic design education in 
Rotterdam.

Coming from a family which 
lacked any affinity with the 
status quo of design, I had 
hardly been exposed to any 
design discourse. I 
remember being catapulted 
into a contextual minefield 
where our knowledge of 
design connotations were 
presumed by the institution 
nevertheless. 
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This created a deeply 
hierarchical atmosphere 
with most of the students 
competing to reach the same 
level of status and authority 
as the graphic designers who 
educated them.

A certain conceptuality 
in the approach of our 
work was expected 
by our educators. This 
conceptuality, translating 
idea to form, was purely 
linked to the topic and/or 
client instead of the 
audience the work was 
aiming to communicate with. 
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BELOW:
ART SCHOOL IN ROTTERDAM, 
THE NETHERLANDS

BOTTOM: ART SCHOOL IN 
STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
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This means we were blindly 
assuming the audience 
would understand the forms 
and shapes of our work.

It would be fair to ask: by 
conceiving design works 
this way, aren't we mostly 
reaching out to our fellow 
designers?

14
5

G
R

E
Y

 A
N

D
 W

H
IT

E
14

4
G

R
E

Y
 A

N
D

 W
H

IT
E

TWO DIFFERENT BUILDINGS 
BELONGING TO AN ART SCHOOL IN 
AMSTERDAM, THE NETHERLANDS

NEXT SPREAD, RIGHT PAGE:
AN ART SCHOOL IN BERLIN 
(GERMANY) AND DESIGN SCHOOLS 
IN EINDHOVEN, (THE NETHERLANDS) 
COPENHAGEN, (DENMARK) AND 
LAUSANNE (SWITZERLAND)

NEXT SPREAD, LEFT PAGE:
ART SCHOOL BUILDINGS IN 
LONDON AND GLASGOW (UNITED 
KINGDOM)
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DUTCH NORMALITY

The Dutch expression 'doe normaal' roughly translates to 
'act normal'. What exactly does being normal mean in the 
Netherlands? In most cases it refers to the general idea of 
staying within the behavioural lines in terms of bragging, 
prententiousness, discussing money, expressing too much 
personality, showing emotion publicly, not following unwritten 
rules or being perceived as too 'weird', 'different', 'non-
conformist' or 'foreign'. 

The expression is strongly linked to standing out socioculturally. 
The sentence 'doe maar gewoon, dan doe je al gek genoeg' is 
one of the most common Dutch expressions and translates as 
'just act normal, that's crazy enough as it is'.
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Our education took place 
in a modernist building 
where we had no desk or 
work space of our own. The 
spaces we used all looked 
the same with white walls 
and standardised furniture 
throughout, like an office. 
These spaces had been 
created for everyone but 
seemed to be aimed at 
engaging no one. There 
were no specific elements to 
emotionally connect to in the 
university building's spaces. 
No work was allowed to be 
put up on the white walls 
and was seen as a violation.

POSTER TEMPLATE FOR THE DUTCH 
POLITICAL PARTY VVD (PARTY FOR 
FREEDOM AND DEMOCRACY), THE 
PARTY THE DUTCH PRIME MINISTER 
MARK RUTTE BELONGS TO.

THE PARTY'S 2018 ELECTION 
CAMPAIGN EVOLVED AROUND THE 
THEME 'NORMAAL DOEN' ('TO ACT 
NORMAL') AND IT WAS VISUALISED 
ON POSTERS THROUGH A VARIETY 
OF STATEMENTS PLACED ABOVE 
THE TWO CHOICES 'HEEL NORMAAL' 
('COMPLETELY NORMAL') AND 'NIET 
NORMAAL' ('NOT NORMAL')



Despite the Netherlands 
having a multicultural 
society, and more than 
a third of Rotterdam's 
population having a non-
western background, 
diversity at the university 
was near non-existent. 
Especially in hindsight I 
understand that the design 
culture at the university 
did not have any direct 
relationship to the full 
population of Rotterdam as 
our communication design 
was represented by white 
views only.
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After my graphic design 
education I began profiling 
my practice as one based on 
systematic and organised 
thinking. During this 
period, when I moved from 
Rotterdam to Glasgow, the 
authoritarian designer I felt 
forced to become during my 
education and my organised 
self became one and the 
same.

To be organised to me 
means to be functional and 
productive. Everything 
has a place and a purpose. 
If something doesn't, it 
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shouldn't be there. This 
applies to decorative 
elements in graphic design 
and spaces as well as objects 
in everyday life. I suspect 
that at the time I used this 
approach as an emotional 
safe space to try to control 
the change my life went 
through as an individual and 
a designer when moving to a 
new environment. 
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Willem de Kooning Academy, Rotterdam
Konstfack University of Arts, Crafts and Design, Stockholm

Rietveld Academy, Amsterdam

CASS Faculty of Art, Architecture and Design, London
Glasgow School of Art, Glasgow
Universität der Künste, Berlin
The Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, Copenhagen
Design Academy Eindhoven, Eindhoven
Écal, Lausanne

Sources and inspiration:

Sara Ahmed
'A Phenomenology of 
Whiteness'
from 'Feminist Theory'
Sage Publications, 2007

Adolf Loos
'Ornament and Crime'
1908

Konsthall C
'Decolonizing North' Edition 4
2017-2018

Beatriz Colomina 
and Mark Wigley
'Are We Human: Notes on an 
Archeology of Design'
Lars Müller Publishers, 2017

Jeff Werner 
and Tomas Björk
'Blond and Blue-eyed 
Whiteness, Swedishness, and 
Visual Culture' (Skiascope 6)
Göteborgs Konstmuseum, 2014
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Notions of neocolonialism 
through globalism and 

design aesthetics
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Black 
being 

Whitened
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Around the turn of the 21st 
century modernism made a 
comeback, although I didn’t 
become aware of this taking 
place until much later. 

In the beginning I simply 
couldn't think beyond the idea 
of it being 'retro' as I dismissed 
it as an occurrence driven by 
fashionability and nostalgia, 
as it swept through the world 
of design, architecture, music 
and fashion. However, it was 
permanent enough to put a 
stamp on the way I look at 
design and work as a graphic 
designer today. 
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A number of images marking my 
experience of early 21st century 
revivalism rooted in mid-century 
design.
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Three categories of graphic design 
today (1/3):

Graphic design works from across 
Europe produced in black and 
white using traditional modernist 
typefaces and grids.
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Three categories of graphic design 
today (2/3):

Black and white graphic design 
from across the western world. 
They challenge the tradition of 
modernist forms of type and grid.
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Three categories of graphic design 
today (3/3):

Graphic design works from across 
Europe produced using traditional 
modernist typefaces but using 
monochrome representations of 
black and white instead of only 
applying black and white.
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The fact that I dismissed it as 
something fashionable doesn't 
mean it wasn't commercial. 
Up until then modernism had 
been limited to its traditional 
visual practices of graphic 
design, industrial design and 
architecture. 

Yet, at that point, I witnessed 
modernism expanding into the 
fields of fashion and lifestyle, 
an expansion accomodating 
modernism's commerciality, 
omnipresence and eventually 
its export from the West to 
the the rest of the world by 
Western brands.

Purpose-built store in Seoul, 
South Korea, designed by a British 
architect and commissioned by a 
European fashion brand.



The requirement of large 
quantities of space as well 
as the submission of nature 
are part of my surroundings. 
Modernist graphic design 
'needs' its (white) space which 
ends up solely being used 
for non-communication. 
New buildings are larger than 
ever, yet their added space is 
often meant to function only 
as a void emphasising the 
few things which are actually 
there. Nature is only allowed 
near me when controlled by 
containers or forced back 
to a safe distance from my 
windows and doors.
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This process of Western 
export and its global 
imposition on other cultures, 
even though of a commercial 
nature, I consider to be a form 
of neocolonialism: the wish of 
the West to submit the rest of 
the world to its views.

Despite modernism's 
omnipresence I find it difficult 
to be aware of this on a 
daily basis. It encapsulates 
my status quo: the modern 
undecorated buildings, 
minimal clothing, and the non-
ornamental majority of design 
and art surrounding me. 
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Video still from a fashion show 
by a European fashion brand 
in a purpose-built architectural 
environment in Hong Kong in 
2015. The colours are limited, 
the environment smooth, natural 
elements controlled.
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GENERATIONS OF SMOOTH SURFACES

My father has always cared a great deal about do-it-yourself 
culture. He is mildly obsessed with technical precision, 
functionality and smooth, professional finishes. As far as I 
remember from being a little boy, this led to most of his self-
built items such as tables, shelves and cupboards to consist of 
perfectly fitting MDF board covered in a high-quality lacquer. 
Also his wall painting skills were impeccable. Walls were not 
allowed to have any inefficiencies as these would be visible in 
the paint work afterwards.

Even though my father is no designer, he has always had a great 
eye for professional execution. This was passed on to me by 
him, just like it had been passed on to him by his father.

I remember the house my grandparents lived in well; the 
solid, heavy, dark wooden 1970s furniture I considered a 
total mismatch inside the 1950s terraced house with light 
parquet flooring and functionalist kitchen and bathroom. 
More memorable however was that my grandfather had put 
an enormous amount of well-executed DIY work into building 
cupboards and storage. I vividly remember the self-built units 
consisting of compartments, small drawers and doors with 
rounded corners, all perfectly finished with an off-white lacquer. 
It is very clear that this was a way for him to, besides simple 
organisation, also exercise control over something and to obtain 
the power to shape his environment. 

In my own behaviour I recognise the processes applied by 
my grandfather and father in the way I constantly organise, 
abstracise, minimalise, maintain and shape my own environment. 
This starts with my own belongings, but easily extends to spaces 
and objects I share with others. The maintenance of shared 
surfaces and furniture is an example of this.
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In 2014 I was employed by a 
relatively well know Swedish 
contemporary fashion brand
to work part time in one of its
stores. Being a graphic 
designer, I remember 
experiencing the feeling of 
both a homecoming and 
intimidation when entering 
the store for my interview.

This sense of intimidation 
came from the environment 
of the space, which featured 
as its basis a combination 
of smooth, poored concrete 
floors, walls consisting of 
a large painted panel in a 

Store interiors in Los Angeles and 
Beijing.
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super soft grey with a strip 
in a shimmery white. All 
this alongside the avoidance 
of altering the space's 
few original sandstone 
architectural features.  

It housed steel industrial 
hanging rails for the garments, 
all at one set height and placed 
on rectangular cement tile 
bases. The cold materials were 
juxtaposed with a variety 
of reissued 1940s, 1950s 
and 1960s Scandinavian 
design furniture produced in 
combinations of grey tactile 
wool and blonde wood. 

A wooden staircase inside a store 
interior surrounded by white walls 
and steel hand rails. 
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Store interiors of European 
fashion brands in London, 
Boston, Seoul and Stockholm. 
Similarities make it impossible to 
see which one is located where.
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The garments themselves had 
acquired their own agency 
within the store, drawing 
attention as opposed to the 
interior. The inspiration for 
these garments came from 
architecture, design, visual 
art, sound and even nature 
but still ended up effortlessly 
translated into minimal 
and angular contemporary 
garments with surprisingly 
little variation, often limited 
to the colours black, navy, 
grey, beige and white. Each 
garment required inspirational 
justification for any form of 
decorative intervention. 
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Garments in 'new neutrals' 
featuring various forms of smooth 
surfaces. Any kind of decorative 
intervention, even when it is 
small, needs an inspirational 
justification.
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The element of maintenance 
needed for this space to 
uphold its authority of 
perfection required each 
crease in the fabric to be 
removed from garments 
using a steamer, shoes to 
be carefully placed on the 
cement platforms facing out 
and garments to be hung 
on the rails using dark grey 
clothes hangers in the same 
quantities, all left-facing for 
consistency. They then had 
to be perfectly spaced out at 
equal distances to maintain 
the constant feeling of 
serenity and organisation. Store exterior in Istanbul. 

The building was commissioned 
by a European fashion brand.
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’Benjamin 
speaks of 

the smile of 
passersby in 

the metropolis 
(”keep smiling”) 

that protect 
them from an

unprecedented 
number 
of close 

encounters 
with strangers 
by developing 

mimetic 
tactics’



’Le Corbusier 
repeatedly 

used the word 
’calm’ to 

represent the 
new beauty of 
the machine’
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The collections were 
described as timeless and 
understated and staff were 
expected to 'smile' and move 
'calmly' through the store, 
which made it feel like staff 
was a part of the space itself.

Even now it is difficult for 
me to understand how a 
store environment with such 
exercise of control caused 
and continues to cause me 
to feel excitement. Is it the 
familiarity of the organised? 
Or the feeling of being part of 
a higher design authority?
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Monochromatism and simplified 
form in artworks brings the works 
closer to the modernist surfaces 
and objects we use every day such 
as walls, furniture and clothing.
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Extreme whitening of exhibition 
spaces can be classified as a 
form of monochromatism. Any 
kind of intervention would feel 
like a violation of the smoothness 
and cleanliness of these space. 
Therefore they are most likely to 
host artworks which were also 
created under the influence of 
monochromatism in order to 
minimise any friction between 
space and artwork.
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The aforementioned smoothness 
and cleanliness of the exhibition 
space is extended to secondary 
spaces such as hallways and 
stairwells as well as the exterior 
of the building. These in turn will 
take on the function of being a 
precursor of what will be found 
beyond them.
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WHITE SPACE

For a number of years I was on the committee of an artist-led 
gallery in Glasgow, Scotland. During the first few years of its 
existence, the gallery was located in an office building with no 
windows and improvised chipboard flooring. However, this didn’t 
hold the gallery committee back from aiming for a high standard 
for the space, which it achieved. Throughout this period the 
gallery had either fresh white or muted light grey paint on its 
walls alongside a chipboard floor which was dark grey most of 
the time. In order to make sure the space was as well-maintained 
as possible, even sanding these walls before a regular repaint 
wasn’t an exception. 

We thought it was important to make the space look as 
'professional' as possible, which in our eyes meant it was kept 
clean, brightly lit, with smooth surfaces and preferably painted 
white, exactly like the more high-end galleries and arts spaces 
we encountered in the field. When the gallery managed to 
relocate to a former industrial location with a street-facing 
window our committee finally got what we were aiming for 
all this time: a polished concrete floor, bright white walls and 
ceilings and LED-panels emphasising the white colour.

The gallery managed to generate great visitor numbers during its 
events and exhibitions, considering it was a fairly small space. 
However, until the gallery's closure in 2018 the committee never 
fully engaged the complete variety of visitors it was hoping for. 
The focus on accessibility to the arts for lower class audiences 
never really came to fruition so the space ended up with its loyal 
visitors from the creative sector.

Who wants to engage with a sometimes intimidatingly clean 
white space? Is the design of these spaces really as 'neutral' and 
inviting as we imagine?

The gallery after it moved to a 
new street-facing location almost 
five years after it was founded. 
This new space featured polished 
concrete floors, bright white 
walls and ceilings.
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The continuation of black and 
white in product design, which 
forms the larger idea of 'new 
neutral' colours together with 
grey, beige and dark blue. 
Notable is the element of 
transparency used to avoid 
colour altogether.



210 211

BLACK BEING WHITENEDBLACK BEING WHITENED

TOP

Like in architecture, the structure 
of furniture is equal to its 
function.

LEFT 
The imitation of natural materials 
to tricking a user into feeling 
close to nature, while nature is in 
fact being pushed away.

OPPOSITE PAGE

The controlling of nature 
represented in abstraction 
through processing wood or 
simply by limiting nature to 
a container.
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THIS PAGE

Expansion: aspects of modernism, 
such as functional detailing and 
monochrome colour palettes, are 
applied to more different ways 
of dressing promoted through 
channels such as fashion blogging.

OPPOSITE PAGE

Assimilation: implementing 
Western elements in a non-
Western environment as well 
as the cultural appropriation of 
non-Western shapes by the West 
by adopting these into Western 
modernist aesthetics. Buildings in 
Marrakech and Seoul.
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Monochromatism in an architecture 
centre in Copenhagen.
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The repetition and standardisation 
of Western modernist architecture 
in different corners of the world. 
The buildings on this spread 
and the next are located in the 
Netherlands, France, Switzerland, 
the United Kingdom, Spain, 
Portugal, Croatia, Greece,  
Australia, Canada, the United 
States, Chile and Brazil. Which 
one is located where?
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INTRODUCTION

BLACK AND WHITE
Loss of colour and its influence  on 
design thinking 
   
BLACK AMONGST WHITE
Colonial modernism, cleanliness and 
whiteness

BLACK BEING WHITENED
Notions of neocolonialism through 
globalism and design aesthetics

GREY AND WHITE
Authority and agency in relation to design 
education
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At the basis of this research 
project lies the necessary 
process of staying aware 
of my position in society 
with regards to race, class, 
nationality and educational 
background. Like many 
other practitioners, I used 
to accept the status quo of 
aesthetics handed to me by 
my environment without any 
critical reflection. 

Over the past two years I have 
consistently felt the urgency 
to use my inherited privilege 
to problematise my place in 
society from the inside.

Final NotesFinal Notes

224 225

The temptation to return 
to old habits was present 
throughout the project though. 
At times I felt uninspired 
and caught myself enjoying 
and collecting images I had 
been trying to reassign a 
new meaning to once again. 
I also caught myself writing 
about black and white as non-
colours, while they do actually 
classify as colours — the trap 
of considering them to be 
neutral. Trying to live with a 
redefined version of what you 
like is harder than abstaining 
from it altogether.



The spaces we consider to be 
neutral aren’t neutral. Even 
them trying to remain neutral 
is a political choice. Houses, 
shops, museums, schools. 
The financial aspect of 
physically bringing this 
publication into the world, 
and having the actual 
resources to do this means 
I’m responding to unwritten 
and unspoken expectations 
of self-proclaimed ‘neutral’ 
education.

My research has consisted of 
deconstructing the meaning of 
modernist aesthetics and, in 
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response, my design choices 
are based on the construction 
of experience based design. 
Since each design choice is 
political, whether this was 
intended or not, how design is 
experienced should not be put 
at risk by guessing what works. 

Instead, discussions 
surrounding the political 
consequences of design and 
how design interacts with 
audiences should be part of 
the creative process moving 
forward. Who exactly do we 
want to speak to and by which 
means do we reach them? 
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