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Figure 1: Permanent design exhibition at Museum of Applied 
Arts Cologne. Photo: Anja Neidhardt-Mokoena, 18 June 2022. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Lesbian Herstory Archives: “A few photos from this 
morning’s Little Rainbows: Storytime at the Lesbian Herstory 
Archives, a series we started early 2018. All parents and little 
ones welcome. Stories emphasize queerness, difference, and 
social justice. Join us for the next Little Rainbows on 
Saturday, February 16 at 10.30am. Organized by a committee 
including @catalina_schliebener @baxtellen 
@lucianapinchiero @allwevegotfilm and Mr. Elvis. Photos by 
@catalina_schliebener and @allwevegotfilm” Posted on their 
Instagram channel, 12 Jan 2019. Available at: 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BsjHZayh4AS/ [Accessed 6 
Dec 2022]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Permanent design exhibition at Grassi 
Museum of Applied Arts. Photo: Anja Neidhardt-
Mokoena, 4 Sep 2022. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Bishopsgate Institute: “Open Day: Archiving 
LGBTQ+ Futures – This Saturday 26 March. Out and About! 
may have drawn to a close, but you can experience our 
LGBTQ+ collections first hand our archive open day at the 
Institute. Come experience displays, archive tours and the 
opportunity to donate to the collection and the future of 
LGBTQ+ history.” On their Instagram channel, posted 23 Mar 
2022. Available at: 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CbchFknu6hT/ [Accessed 6 Dec 
2022] 
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deviates from prevailing narratives and norms (Fig. 1 & 
2). Protest archives, though, seem to be crowded and 
sometimes even messy, while simultaneously open to 
accommodating even more (Fig. 3 & 4). This paper 
aims to explore how this phenomenon is related to the 
trajectories that each of them follows. What could be 
learnt for the design discipline, especially when it 
comes to dealing with urgencies and supporting change 
towards more just futures? 

2. APPROACH AND METHODS 

In order to explore these questions, we think about 
space not as a container or as absolute, but rather as 
relational (6). Furthermore, we understand things as 
gatherings; they are not just physical objects, but come 
with immaterial and invisible contexts (7). This allows 
us to take into account not just the objects we see 
exhibited, but also the contexts in which they were 
created, used and collected. However, following 
feminist thinking, we argue that some matters need 
more care than others (8). We are using our particular 
perspective as feminist researchers in the design 
discipline to identify blind spots, things that usually go 
unnoticed, that are absent or pushed aside, cut off or 
rendered invisible. This approach can make it possible 
to explore what things to care about. 

This exploratory paper is part of an ongoing design 
research project and informed by museum visits and 
workshops that the first author conducted. It is not a 
museology study, or an architectural analysis of space, a 
curatorial approach or a focus on policies. It emerges 
from within design research. 

We also approach the very design of this paper in spatial 
and intersectional feminist ways: In the references we 
foreground people who are not white men (9), stating 
their full names to make their identities more visible, 
and letting them take up space in a side column, on the 
same level and in dialogue with the main text. The 
design of the paper aims to allow for different readings: 
One is the text itself, another one is the references, and a 
third one is the images and table. With all this we aim to 
contribute to changing ways of knowledge building in 
design research.  

3. RELATIONAL SPACE IN DESIGN 
MUSEUMS 

Earlier we observed that established design museums 
seem to have much space in their exhibition rooms, 
while protest archives seem to be crowded. One reason 
for this might be that established design museums are 
focusing on the preservation of design, which in itself is 
based on a definition of good quality and therefore on 
selection criteria and exclusions, leading to space left 
blank. The crowdedness of protest archives, though, 
seems to emerge from other characteristics that allow  
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for new connections and the development of alternative 
ways of being and creating. 

3.1. PRESERVING OBJECTS 

As a way to understand what these characteristics might 
be, we propose to think about relational space in design 
museums with the help of the concepts matters of fact, 
matters of concern, and matters of care. Established 
design museums seem to preserve and exhibit rather 
objects than things. Objects are cut, and therefore 
isolated, from their attachments, in contrast to things 
which are gatherings of objects and their attachments 
(10). Especially in permanent exhibitions, design 
museums tend to present objects on pedestals, with a 
distance between and in isolation from each other, even 
though exhibited together with either objects of similar 
aesthetics, time periods or locations. The focus is 
mainly on their formal, visual features, accompanied by 
short texts. 

The Panton chair is an example of a design that can be 
found in many design museums. For a design to be 
collected, it needs to fulfill criteria such as new 
material, outstanding form, innovative function and 
great color choices. However, also the established name 
of a designer, like Verner Panton, makes a design like 
the Panton Chair, relevant for an institution like the 
Grassi Museum of Applied Arts to collect (11). 
However, we know that the figure of the predominantly 
white male star designer shadows team work (12). 
Verner’s wife Marianne Panton and his colleague Rina 
Troxler managed his career and even long after his 
death, keep his name and his work alive (13). If an 
established name is a reason for a museum to collect a 
design – is then building a big name not part of the 
design process? And, therefore Marianne Panton and 
Rina Troxler designers too – even though they are not 
trained designers and claim to never have influenced 
any of Verner’s designs? Different definitions and 
criteria would shift focus and also shine light on the 
team. 

We can see that the facts that are accompanying the 
exhibited objects already create a certain context, but so 
do the ways in which the designs are arranged in space. 
The Panton chair is often shown alongside other designs 
to represent a period. Each contextualisation is a choice 
to showcase a specific development and through the 
setting it becomes the one and only story, even though 
so many others could be told. (Fig. 5–17) 

Exhibiting “isolated” objects only works if there is an 
agreement on definitions and criteria, and if visitors 
know the established narratives and leave their own 
attachments at the door too. Our identities and lived 
experiences can enable us to see things from 
perspectives that deviate from a given norm. The 
pressure to take a distance from ourselves in order to see 
“objectively” can lead to feeling alienated, and can be  
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Figure 5.      Figure 6. 

 

 
Figure 7. 

 
Figures 5, 6, 7: The Panton Chair and accompanying text in 
the permanent design exhibition at Grassi Museum of Applied 
Arts. Photos: Anja Neidhardt-Mokoena, 4 Sep 2022. The 
description text says: “In the 1960s the triumphal march of 
plastic could no longer be stopped” (our translation. Original: 
“In den 1960er Jahren war der Siegeszug des Kunststoffs nicht 
mehr aufzuhalten”). As if this change had been unfolding in 
front of us, outside of our control, as if not made and driven 
by human beings. 
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Figure 8. 

 

             
 Figure 9.                   Figure 10. 
 
 
 
 
Figures 8, 9, 10, 11: The Museum of Applied Arts Cologne 
does not only show the Panton Chair in its permanent design 
exhibition as well. It too, puts the chair on a white pedestal 
and in combination with a small text that offers facts like 
name of the designer and when he lived, production company 
and its location, materials and production method. Photos: 
Anja Neidhardt-Mokoena, 18 June 2022. 

 

 

 
 Figure 11. 


