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An enquiry into female creativity reaches back to architects and designers from 
the past century, and compares their plight with the situation today. 

Are women still having trouble gaining the spotlight and being recognised for their value 
and talent on equal footing with their male colleagues? Is there such as thing as 

a feminine vision in the fields of design and architecture?

Are women (still) in the shade?

by PATRIZIA SCARZELLA

“Women in the shade: tracing femininity in architecture and 
design” is the translated title of a study conducted several 
years ago by Silvia Fabbroni, a Florentine architect who pre-
sented her research in Florence in 2014 on the occasion of an 
exhibition on the designer Charlotte Perriand. Fabbroni read 
the biographies of Margaret McDonald Mackintosh, Marion 
Mahony Griffin, Lilly Reich, Charlotte Perriand, Aino Aalto, Ray 
Eames, Anne Tying and Harriet Pattison. 
All were designers, muses, girlfriends or wives – respectively 
of Charles Rennie Mackintosh, Frank Lloyd Wright, Mies van 
der Rohe, Le Corbusier, Alvar Aalto, Charles Eames and Louis 
Kahn. In different ways and to different degrees, they remained 
mostly unknown and in any case less famous than their part-
ners, even when they acquired fame autonomously, like Per-
riand. The only exception is Ray Eames, who always signed 
projects with Charles equally.
The story of the landscape architect Harriet Pattison, Kahn’s 
muse and mistress, is extreme and emblematic of how far this 
zone of shade can extend. In the documentary My Architect, A 
Son’s Journey (2003) filmed by Nathaniel, Kahn’s son Pattison 
gave birth to in 1963, there is the following Q and A between 
son and mother about her role.
Harriet: We were soulmates, I would say, and inspired each 
other. So there was an equal exchange in many ways. I was a 
critic. I do think I brought the sense of nature and of the site 
to Lou’s work.

Nathaniel: Where did you work in the office?
H: I worked in a room, and sometimes it was locked.
N: Why?
H: Well, because of his wife, who would come in, drop by, some-
times.
N: That sounds fairly nerve-wracking.
H: It was nerve-wracking. It was humiliating in some ways. 
When the buildings were created and finished, for example the 
Kimbell Museum, everyone went out to the opening, but I was 
not invited. I was not allowed to come.
N: Was the problem that you were a woman, or that you were 
involved with him?
H: Yes, all of those things, yes.
N: Didn’t you ever say to him, “Why don’t you respect me more? 
(H: Yes.) Why don’t you include me in these things?”
H: Well, you see, I felt so happy and delighted to work on things. 
I mean, to work on something like this was just thrilling. And 
when we were working on projects, we were just completely 
absorbed with the ideas. There was great freedom and love of 
what we were doing. It was the price that I paid, but it was 
worth it, you know?

It is still common belief that neglecting one’s children in order to 
concentrate on one’s artistic development and career advance-
ment is not part of women’s nature. While a creative father 
always immersed in his own thoughts, devoted to his art, and 
absent for his children is justified and often forgiven, the same 
behaviour in a mother is not easily accepted, as if it were not 
part of female chromosomes to be so fully absorbed by creative 
drive as to exclude all the rest, including children.
In an interview I conducted with Pernette Perriand Balzac, the 
daughter of Charlotte Perriand, she spoke of this absence and 
described her mother’s total dedication to her creative drive 
as something she, Pernette, did not understand until she was 
an adult. “She worked completely alone, and was always very 
focused on creating. 
When I was little, it exasperated me that her mind was always 
absent at the table; she was so immersed in her thoughts. She 
was a very demanding woman. She spent her whole life push-
ing forward, working uninterruptedly, like a ship moving full 
steam ahead and never stopping.”
Times have changed since the past century, but are creative 
women architects and designers still in the shade? Do they 
have trouble moving into the spotlight and being recognised for 
their value and talent on equal footing with male colleagues?
Does a feminine vision of design and architecture really even 
exist? Does this question come across as futile and steeped in 

Fashion brands have long been turning to architects, design-
ers and artists to create their buildings, shops, showrooms, 
installations, runway shows and events. In some cases, design-
ers are called upon to collaborate on home collections, but 
rarely does the fashion world entrust the business of design-
ing actual products to people who are not fashion designers. 
In recent years, however, things are changing, at least with 
respect to handbags, accessories and suitcases. Globalisation 
has opened new markets, taste is evolving, the age of the target 
audience is becoming younger, and technology offers new pos-
sibilities – these are some of the reasons for this choice.
Daniela Puppa has been working for many years in the fields 
of product design and fashion design. As a product designer, 
she has numerous products to her name, made for Cappellini, 
Fontana Arte, Barovier & Toso, Artemide and Firmamento Ital-
iano. As a fashion designer, she works behind the scenes. She 
started her career collaborating with Gianfranco Ferré, first 
on his own collection and later at Christian Dior, where she 
remained to design for Louis Vuitton and other brands of the 
LVMH luxury goods conglomerate. Her work is anonymous, as 
is the case with big brands, structured as they are with presi-
dents, art directors, marketing directors and many other roles.
“The biggest difficulties consist in needing to take into con-
sideration many factors, and knowing how to interpret a 
brand’s spirit. You have to create a coherent story and express 
it through small things, things that elevate the brand,” says 
Puppa. She has collaborated on concepts such as the 1994 
Lady Dior handbag (a favourite with Lady Diana), where the 
letters D.i.o.r. hang as charms from the handle.
“In fashion you work with the support of a big corporation, 
which gives you freedom. The vast investments involved mean 
that you are accountable to a number of people. Projects have 
many steps. All that aside, I work in the same way, by creating 
a story around the product and making technical drawings. 
It’s the same for a bag or a lamp. I draw elevations, sections, 
mechanisms, everything.” Vuitton is not new to collaborat-
ing with outsiders on its bags, textiles and leather accesso-
ries, but they always choose artists. We remember the graffiti 
by Stephen Sprouse, the Multicolore Monogram by Takashi 
Murakami, the paintings by Richard Prince and the dots by 
Yayoi Kusama. The most recent is Jeff Koons, who created 
two collections in 2017 that are still being sold. His bags are 
decorated with reproductions of works by the Old Masters, 
repainted by Koons, and then printed. Pieter Paul Rubens, 
Leonardo da Vinci, Vincent van Gogh, William Turner, Paul 
Gauguin, Claude Monet, Édouard Manet and others produce 
an effect that varies from humoristic to kitsch to educational 
– a biography and portrait of the original artist are printed on 
the interior of each bag. Koons has playfully reconfigured the 
famous Louis Vuitton monogram to bear his own initials, and 
a tag with the outline of a blow-up rabbit (his symbol) dangles 
from the handle.
In 2016, it was Marc Newson’s turn to design for LV. The 
request was for four-wheeled check-in and cabin-size luggage. 
The hard-shell Horizon line was the first to come out. Now 
there is Horizon Soft, made in a 3D jacquard weave. Newson 
interpreted the brand’s values while working on materials (a 
polypropylene composite structure, thermally formed fabric, 
canvas and natural cowhide), maximum capacity, durability 
and lightness. 
Prada is known for finding inspiration in art, architecture and 
cinema. Incorporating such fields makes for wider horizons. 
The “Prada Invites” initiative has been repeated twice now. The 
first time (fall–winter 2018), the company invited four creative 
males ¬– Ronan and Erwan Bouroullec, Konstantin Grcic, 
Herzog and de Meuron, and Rem Koolhaas – to each create 
an industrially produced men’s item using Prada’s signature 
black nylon fabric. The second time (spring–summer 2019), 
Cini Boeri, Elizabeth Diller and Kazuyo Sejima were recruited 
to make a women’s accessory with the same nylon. 
Not only the giant fashion houses are reasoning along these 
lines. Mandarina Duck, an Italian luggage and travel acces-
sories manufacturer founded in Bologna in 1977, is known 
for functionality, modern materials and and special colours. 
Acquired in 2011 by the Korean fashion apparel group E-Land, 
Mandarina Duck is now a global presence. Collections must 
respond to international taste: be appreciated by German con-
sumers and young Asians alike. Two recent collections were 
entrusted to young illustrators. For fall–winter 2015, Olimpia 
Zagnoli designed a colourful camouflage pattern based on a 
women’s profile that was used for several of the brand’s his-
toric models. For spring–summer 2019, Emiliano Ponzi made 
a camouflage pattern based on the shape of a tree.
The patterns reflect the desire to attract the 28–45 age group, 
while core business up to now was in the 40 to 50-year-old 
range. The Milanese leather brand FPM (Fabbrica Pelletterie 
Milano), founded in 1946 launched a comeback in 2011 by 
asking four designers – Stefano Giovannoni, Marcel Wanders, 
Jean-Marie Massaud and Marc Sadler – to each design a hi-
tech suitcase. Soon after, Nendo joined the ranks. In 2018, 
Sadler was asked to diversify the most successful model into 
different lines made of different materials.
David Dolcini, a designer based in Spain and Italy, works 
mainly for Italian companies that make furniture, bathroom 
appliances and lamps. At a didactic workshop, he met Bric’s, 
a high-quality luggage producer wishing to break into the 
younger market with a technical product. Bric’s asked Dolcini 
to help, and he designed B|Y (“be young”), a set of three poly-
propylene suitcases. It was the first time the company used 
injection moulding and the materials aluminium and plastic. 
Dolcini’s project is functional, contains a battery charger and 
is decorated with grooves that look like a subway map. The 
grooves are actually reinforcement ribs that give rigidity to the 
shell’s surface. “Bags and suitcases represent a meeting point 
between fashion and design, especially where there’s technol-
ogy involved,” says Dolcini.
The German bag label Tsatsas (established in 2012) offers 
meticulously hand-crafted leather handbags, one of which was 
designed by Ferdinand Kramer and one by Dieter Rams. The 
one by Rams was created in 1963 as a gift for his wife Ingeborg.
Dimitrios, a naturalised German from Greece whose father 
runs a leather atelier, trained as an architect. Esther is an 
industrial designer. Never being able to find bags they liked, 
they decided to design them themselves, using very high-qual-
ity skins (all tanned in Germany) and a minimalist look. Their 
range contains 35 models, a few of which were created by art-
ists or designers. Their example shows how even a small-scale 
production can benefit from the injection of  talent that comes 
from outside the fashion world.

Safe Trip
A growing number of handbags and suitcases is being conceived 
by architects, artists, illustrators and designers. 
The appropriateness of involving atypical creatives is given by 
the fact that fashion is about interpreting the moment, the mood. 
All of it is teamwork, with marketing guiding the investments

Dominique, a bronze ring 
by Monica Castiglioni

Marc Newson with the Horizon Soft luggage he designed for Louis Vuitton in 2018. 
The outer shell is thermoformed in 3D double-sided jacquard knit, printed with the LV 
monogram as rearranged by Newson

From top: bronze pendant by Natsuko Toyofuku, 2018; 
decorative panel in pitchstone, an interpretation 
of the majolica earthenware from Caltagirone, Sicily. 
By Elena Salmistraro for Lithea, 2018. Below: the 
ceramic vase Mandrillus in the Primates collection (2017), 
inspired by animistic terracotta objects from Ancient 
Rome. By Elena Salmistraro for Bosa
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1970s feminist revenge? They are open questions that might be 
slightly rhetoric and spurious, but invite debate.
Some people think that soon, inevitably, a specific type of gen-
der-recognisable buildings will emerge, seeing that female stu-
dents have outnumbered male students at design- and archi-
tecture faculties in Italy. The architect Luisa Bocchietto, the 
first woman president of the World Design Organization, which 
groups together 140 design associations from 40 countries, has 
a different opinion. At a recent conference, she asserted that 
projects are either good or bad, regardless of their creator’s sex. 
How can we disagree? On forms for personal information, the 
question regarding male or female sex is considered no longer 
appropriate, and has been disappearing in some ambits in the 
US for being a breach of privacy. 

In 2008 in Turin, Luisa Bocchietto and Anty Pansera curated 
the exhibition “D come Design. La mano, la mente e il cuore” 
(which translates to “D is for Design. The hand, the mind and 
the heart”) for the Turin World Design Capital event organised 
by the World Design Organization. The show gathered over 100 
women designers from the past and present. Before that, in 
2000 in Ferrara, Pansera organised the exhibition “Dal mer-
letto alla motocicletta” (“From lace to the motorcycle”), a first 
cataloguising of creative female Italians. More recently, in 2016 
at the Triennale di Milano, Silvana Annicchiarico was the cura-
tor of the display “W. Women in Italian Design”, an exploration 
of the contribution of female Italian designers. It attempted to 
show a feminine timeline of history with an extended map full 
of forgotten names and stories. 
The result was a heterogeneous and multifaceted overview. 
About 350 designers were grouped in chapters designated by 
five key words that traditionally connote and identify woman-
hood: interweave, protect, procreate, represent and reflect. 
These words are both strong and (perhaps) weak, in that they 
often position female design in the margins of design history. 
In this panorama of Italian design, some (few) women designers 
are exponents of the profession, and they have international 
visibility. Above all, there is the work of Patricia Urquiola (1961), 
a highly talented interweaver and contemporary interpreter of 
the typical threads of female tradition, especially regarding tex-
tile, which she translates into empathic objects. Younger mem-
bers include Elena Salmistraro (1983) and Cristina Celestino 
(1980) who are emerging with a specific identity that sees them 
combining with great sensibility the two contradictory elements 
of strength and delicacy. 
There is Denise Bonapace (1977), who works on the relation 
between body and clothing – see her recent project Abitario. 
There is Monica Castiglioni, an internationally famous jewellery 
designer. Then there is a substantial group of Japanese design-
ers who have been living in Milan for many years. They include 
Kaori Shiina, Kazuyo Komoda, Shinobu Ito and Natsuko Toyo-
fuku. They are the protagonists of my video interviews Double 
way, which I just started, aiming to discover the interaction be-
tween their culture of origin and their adoptive Italian culture.
In the meantime, there is the initiative by Clara Mantica, who 
is constructing an online platform and data bank of female 
designers, following the example of the project “100 Esperte 
contro gli stereotipi” by Luisella Seveso and Giovanna Pezzuoli 
with the support of the European Commission and the Fon-
dazione Bracco. The project gave a voice to 100 women sci-
entists, then 100 women economists, and coming soon, 100 
women experts in international politics.
The designer Anna Lombardi has the specific objective of mon-
itoring the many unknown female figures that work in the 
design field and hold creative or technical positions at Friulian 
companies. As a promoter of the Udine Design Week, she pre-
sented the first step of the study last year by means of a fas-
cinating video map shown at Galleria Tina Modotti in Udine.
In my opinion, being able to identify the specificity of feminine 
design is not so important. 
The more concrete, less theoretical, conceptual issue is to 
guarantee that women designers have equal job opportunities, 
visibility and salaries. These notions are fundamental to equal-
ity between the sexes, which is a mission pursued by associa-
tions such as the IDSA Women (Industrial Designers Society of 
America), and this seems to me of primary importance today.

Elements from the Garden Layers collection (2018) 
by Patricia Urquiola for Gan. Includes rugs, pillows, 
coffee tables and mats for outdoor use




