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Caster

ca. 1775-1814

Philipus Ignatius Dieryckx, BE

pewter
16 x 7 cm

The collection at the Museum of Models was
organised by material and technique. This caster
for sugar or spices was part of the metalwork
section, where visitors could see all kinds of
objects in pewter, copper and bronze. Until well
into the nineteenth century, pewter was a popular
material for tableware. After that, it gave way to
earthenware, porcelain and glass, and pewter
came to be used mainly for decorative objects.
Philipus Ignatius Dieryckx ran one of the most
important pewter foundries in Ghent.
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1981

Michael Graves for Memphis

IT

plywood, bird’s eye maple (veneer), lacquered wood
212 x 163 x 52 cm

[/2985-0086:

Compared with the sometimes provocative
Alchimia, another postmodern collective of the
1980s, the cultural references in the work of the
Memphis group were more subtle. This dressing
table by American architect Michael Graves looks
like an art deco skyscraper. Graves combines
luxurious veneer, blue-green lacquered strips and
bling into a surprisingly warm design. Although
emphases varied, the common thread running
through postmodernism was clear: copying isn’t
just allowed, but even recommended.
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Models from the Past for the Future

EVELIEN BRACKE, CURATOR

“Ce n’est qu’avec le passé qu’on fait
l’avenir.” Mettons sous les yeux de nos
artisans les exemples de nos aieux, nos
maitres, et espérons que, les regardant en
artistes, non pour les copier servilement
mais pour s’en inspirer, ils trouveront peu
a peu, en suivant la nature des anciens,
qui est aussi la nétre, [’'adaptation de leur
expression d’art a nos besoins modernes.’

In 1909, Maurice Delacre, secretary of
the Ghent Association for Industrial and
Decorative Arts, used the quote “Ce n’est
qu’avec le passé qu’on fait l'avenir” from
the book Le livre de mon ami by Anatole
France in an annual report. This quote
beautifully sums up the educational

ambition of the then still fledgling Ghent
‘museum of models’: the past provides
us with the most important lessons for
the future and can be used as a source of
inspiration for new creations, adapted to
contemporary needs. Rather than merely
copying ‘models’ or ‘good examples’,
craftspeople and manufacturers were
encouraged to produce high-quality work
with historically accurate originality.
Today, more than a century later, and
with a collection that now comprises more
than 24 00O pieces, we — as a design
museum — are looking back at our own
past. And asking the question: how can
a collection that has its roots in a museum
of models still inspire us to shape the

-
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INTRODUCTION

future? The museum emerged around the
turn of the last century, during a period
of crisis when the quality and competi-
tive position of Belgian applied arts were
under pressure from industrialisation.
In 2026, we once again find ourselves
in a time of transition, characterised by
various forms of crisis that extend far be-
yond the consequences of technological
acceleration. In a world where designers
are looking for new ways to design, pro-
duce, distribute and use, a public design
collection can serve as both a memory
and a source of inspiration, interpretation
and imagination. It is precisely this design
museum model that we are highlighting
with Models from the Past for the Future.

The Museum of Models

as an exhibition concept
In Models from the Past for the Future,
the concept of the Museum of Models

is reinterpreted in a contemporary light.
More than ever before, we need alterna-
tive models to enable possible futures
— futures that we can shape ourselves,
drawing on inspiration from the past in
the form of a design collection.

We are of course looking at it from to-
day’s perspective, as the definition of ‘good
design’ is subject to change. What was
once considered a model or ‘good exam-
ple’ may no longer be so. Every design
object from the past acts as a mirror for
the world of tomorrow: what do we want
to preserve, and what are we not afraid to
design in a radically different way? At the
same time, models from the past can also
embody practices, strategies or attitudes
that are once again proving relevant. The
educational premise of the Museum of
Models, with its focus on materials and
techniques rather than on the authors, is
also inspiring. It ensures that we primarily

Fig. 1 (left): The Atrium, a central
area for new design commissions
with the collection as a source

of inspiration, architects nord

+ laura muyldermans, photo by
Filip Dujardin, 2026

Fig. 2 (top): Working model of
the second floor of Wing 92, with
the entrance to the collection
presentation at the bottom left
and the Atrium in the centre,
architects nord + laura muylder-
mans, 2025
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C opy

Copying occupied
a central place in the
Museum of Models.
Although slavish imita-
tion was never the aim,
craftspeople and stu-
dents from industrial arts
education came here
to study and draw the
collection pieces. After
all, practice makes per-
fect. However, copying
also raises questions.
What about author-
ship and originality?
Shouldn’t good design,
above all, be innovative?
Using three examples,
this book shows that
the history of design is
steeped in imitation and
reinterpretation. There
is the literal repetition
of forms and styles,
sometimes driven by an
association with status
or renown, as with the
nineteenth-century

revival styles, and
sometimes in the form
of appropriation, as in
ltalian postmodernism.
Another inexhaustible
source of inspiration
is nature. The drive
to imitate expensive
natural materials fuelled
innovations in plastics.
The collection presen-
tation also explores other
imitations of materials
and techniques. Craft
techniques appeal to
contemporary designers,
sometimes because they
allow them to deliberate-
ly keep the scale of their
production small. Interest
in natural and renewable
materials is growing, this
time as an alternative
to plastics, and experi-
ments from the past can
offer inspiration here.
Copying is therefore also
a source of innovation.
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pp. 45-60

From imitation

to replacement:
The ingenious entry
of plastics into

the world of design

The first plastics emerged
as manufacturers started
searching for an alter-
native to expensive
natural materials such
as ivory or marble.
Hannah Hendrickx
explains how imitating
the appearance of natural
products gradually gave
way to developing
materials that were
strong and easy to
maintain. The versatility
of some of these plastics
opened up new possi-
bilities for imitation.

With others, any
resemblance to their
natural predecessors
vanished completely.

pp. 61-81

New rooms, old
tastes: The Belgian
bourgeois interiorin
the second half of the
nineteenth century

From a contemporary
standpoint, nineteenth-
century interiors can
sometimes seem un-
inventive. However,
Bart Nuytinck argues
that the concept of orig-
inality was understood
differently at the time.
Residents were expected
to create a personal
atmosphere in which they
thoughtfully combined
historical styles. They
did not hesitate to make
new objects, textiles
and wallpaper look old.
And in the showrooms
of interior decoration
shops, antique pieces
and new objects based
on old models were
offered side by side.

pp. 82-99

Banality, bricolage

and memory: Strategies
of redesign in Italian
postmodernism

Colourful and playful,
the furniture designed
by Alessandro Mendini
and Ettore Sottsass was
also a bold example of
creative reuse. Behind
their wide-ranging
cultural references lay

a ‘joyful pessimism’
about the designer’s
role: inventing no longer
made sense; only re-
assembling what already
existed. Catharine
Rossi suggests that
this approach can offer
inspiration amid today’s
social unrest — from an
ecological point of view,
but also because of the
power of design as a
visual language, as long
as it remains grounded
in craftsmanship.
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Banality, bricolage and
memory: Strategies of redesign
in ltalian postmodernism

CATHARINE ROSSI

“For a future of at least ten years of de-
sign one can do nothing but redesign.”"

In 1978 Alessandro Mendini set out his
position on design. The architect, de-
signer and magazine editor was writ-
ing in relation to work undertaken with
Studio Alchimia, a gallery-studio es-
tablished in Milan two years earlier.?
Redesign described the application of
surface additions — including colourful
flags, spikes, patterns and shapes - to

existing objects, from everyday super-
market items to revivalist historic fur-
niture [1986-0055] and modern
design chairs. For Mendini, to redesign
was not to improve the existing but to
reduce design to an act of banal dec-
oration. It was a provocation; a nihilis-
tic call to arms amid uncertainty over
the value and direction of design in the
late 1970s.

In many ways redesign captures ltal-
ian postmodernism’s design strategy

Fig. 1: ‘Poltrona di Proust’,
Alessandro Mendini, Studio
Alchimia, 1978, 115 x 80 x
105 cm [1986-0055]
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more generally, defined by pluralistic
cultural and historical references, brico-
lage and art direction. Redesign was a
highly communicative design mode that
recognised the power of an image-led
media and challenged conventions of
authorship and functionality. It expressed
an ambition to reject a dominant mod-
ernist design ethos and identify a new
design language to replace it, one that
would emerge in the self-described ‘New
International Style’ launched with the
Memphis design collective in 1981.
Redesign was not just relevant for late
twentieth-century design. Amid seismic
societal shifts and growing disquiet at
design’s impact on people and planet,
the question of which strategies design
should adopt for the next ten years is now
ever more pertinent. Perhaps surprising-
ly, Mendini’s redesign could provide a

model for the necessary reinvention of
design today.

Origins of redesign:

the radical avant-garde
Redesign didn’t come out of nowhere: it
was itself the fruit of at least ten years
of rethinking and challenging design.
From the mid-1960s onwards, a new
generation of Italian designers started
to question the ethos that had driven
the nation’s remarkable post-war de-
sign prowess — one defined by desirable
commodities designed by established
architects such as Gio Ponti, Gae Au-
lenti and Franco Albini and crafted by
companies such as Cassina, Flos and
Venini. In a wave of dissent at 1960s
mass consumer and industrial socie-
ty, architects associated with ltaly’s
emerging Radical Design avant-garde




