
The History and Legacy of 

Modern Italian Design

IDCEC: # CEU-125167 
AIA: : # HAW-2800

Timeless
Innovation: 



3

This course is registered with the AIA Continuing Education System (CES) for continuing professional education. As such, it 

does not include content that may be deemed or construed to be an approval or endorsement by the AIA of any material of 

construction or any method or manner of handling, using, distributing, or dealing in any material or product.

Questions related to specific materials, methods, and services will be addressed at the conclusion of the presentation.

Credit(s) earned upon completion of this course will be reported to AIA CES for AIA members.

Certificates of completion for both AIA and non-AIA members are available upon request.

This CEU is registered with the International Design Continuing Education Council (IDCEC) for continuing education credits. 

This credit will be accepted by most interior design Associations and State Boards. The content included is not deemed or 

construed to be an approval or endorsement by IDCEC of any material or any method or manner of handling, using, 

distributing, or dealing in any material or product. 

Questions related to specific materials, methods and services should be directed to the provider of this CEU.

This program is registered for 1 (one) CEU value.

• Your attendance will be reported to IDCEC by your instructor after this CEU. Please do not share the class-code with 

anyone who has not attended this CEU.

• Certificates of completion will be issued electronically through your IDCEC account once attendance has been reported 

for you.

• Attendees who do not have a unique IDCEC number will be provided with a paper Certificate of Completion after this CEU.
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Learning Objectives

Identify key milestones and innovations 

in modern Italian furniture design, and 

describe how experimentation with 

materials, form, and production 

methods contributed to the evolution of 

contemporary design practices.

Examine the role of collaboration 

between designers, architects, and 

manufacturers—including Cassina, 

Cappellini, Poltrona Frau, and Zanotta—

and assess how these partnerships 

transformed design concepts into 

enduring, globally influential products.

Apply core Italian design philosophies—

such as material honesty, emotional 

resonance, and timeless elegance—to 

develop actionable strategies for 

creating office environments that 

balance aesthetics, performance, and 

human well-being.

Analyze the cultural, social, and 

economic forces shaping Italian design 

from the early 20th century to the 

present and explain how pioneers such 

as Franco Albini established foundational 

principles of modern Italian design, 

including rationalism, material honesty, 

and human-centered thinking.
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Why Italian Design Still Matters Today

• Global influence across design disciplines

• Balance of craft and industrial production

• Timeless, enduring design solutions

• Strong focus on human experience



“Have nothing in your 

house that you do not 

know to be useful or 

believe to be beautiful”

— William Morris

This idea helped shape modern design by emphasizing 

the balance between function and beauty.
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Learning 

Objective

Analyze the cultural, social, and 

economic forces shaping Italian design 

from the early 20th century to the 

present and explain how pioneers such 

as Franco Albini established 

foundational principles of modern Italian 

design, including rationalism, material 

honesty, and human-centered thinking.
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ITALIAN DESIGN PRINCIPLES

Rationalism | Material honesty | Human-centered design

Designers translate these forces into principles that shape contemporary environments

What Shapes Italian Design?

CULTURAL SOCIAL ECONOMIC



Cultural Forces: Foundations of 

Italian Design

• Rooted in art, architecture, and craft traditions

• Strong emphasis on proportion and balance

• Regional craftsmanship influences 

material expression

• Blurs boundaries between design, art, 

and architecture

• Correlation with the fashion industry: in the 

1950s, a shift begins from haute couture to 

prêt-à-porter, leading to the rise of brands like 

Giorgio Armani and Gianni Versace in 

the 1970s

Shapes a focus on proportion, material quality, 

and timeless aesthetics



• Urbanization and changing lifestyles

• Smaller, more flexible living and working spaces

• Increased demand for functional, 

adaptable design

• Focus on usability and everyday experience

Social Forces: Designing for 

Modern Life

Drives flexible, human-centered design solutions 

that respond to evolving user needs



• Post-war economic expansion and 

industrial growth

• Rapid development of Italian 

manufacturing capabilities

• Design as a competitive and cultural advantage

• Close collaboration between designers 

and manufacturers

Economic Forces: Industry 

and Growth

Enables design ideas to scale from concept into 

widely adopted, real-world solutions



• Architect and designer (1905–1977)

• Key figure in Italian Rationalism

• Known for clarity, structure, and restraint

• Translated cultural, social, and economic forces 

into design principles

Franco Albini: Translating 

Influence into Design

Demonstrates how context becomes 

design thinking



• Design driven by logic and function

• Structure is clear and visible

• Form is minimal and intentional

• Eliminates unnecessary ornament

Rationalism

Emphasizes clarity, purpose, and 

transparency in design



Emphasizes authenticity and transparency in how 

materials are used

• Materials are expressed as they are

• Structure and construction are visible

• Craftsmanship is evident in detail

• No imitation or concealment

Material Honesty



• Designed around real human needs

• Emphasizes comfort and usability

• Adapts to different ways of working and living

• Balances function and experience

Prioritizes how people interact with and 

experience design

Human-Centered Design
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Identify key milestones and innovations 

in modern Italian furniture design, and 

describe how experimentation with 

materials, form, and production 

methods contributed to the evolution of 

contemporary design practices.

Learning 

Objective02
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Pre-Modern Influences

• Arts & Crafts

• Art Nouveau

Modernism & Rationalism

• Bauhaus influence

• Functional design

Post-War Innovation

• New materials (plastic, 

metal, glass)

• Industrial growth

Radical & 

Experimental Design

• Memphis movement

• Expressive forms

Contemporary Design

• Global influence

• New technologies

1920s–30s 1950s–60s 1970s–80s 1990s–Today

Late 19th–Early 

20th Century

Key Milestones in Italian Design
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MATERIALS

Plastics, Glass, Metal

FORM

Geometry, Scale, 

Expression

PRODUCTION      

Manufacturing,

Technology, 

Scalability

DESIGN INNOVATION

New Ideas | New Solutions

Innovation emerges at the intersection of materials, form, and production

How Design Innovation Happens



Innovation Through Materials

• Introduction of new materials (plastic, 

metal, glass)

• Exploration of transparency, flexibility, 

and durability

• Shift from traditional craft materials to 

industrial ones

• Materials influencing both form 

and production
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Exploring

• Experimentation beyond purely functional forms

• Play with scale, proportion, and geometry

• Emergence of expressive and unconventional shapes

• Balance between art, design, and functionality

Form



Advances in Production

• Industrialization of furniture production

• New manufacturing technologies and processes

• Ability to scale innovative designs

• Balance between craftsmanship and industrial production



Italy’s Role in Global Design

• Innovation + craftsmanship balance

• Continued influence in contemporary design
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Learning 

Objective

Examine the role of collaboration 

between designers, architects, and 

manufacturers—including Cassina, 

Cappellini, Poltrona Frau, and Zanotta—

and assess how these partnerships 

transformed design concepts into 

enduring, globally influential products.
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Italian Design Influence and Collaboration http://designisonefilm.com

Video courtesy of designonefilm.com

Play outline

http://designisonefilm.com/
http://designonefilm.com/
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The Power of Collaboration

• Designers generating ideas and concepts

• Manufacturers enabling production and scale

• Brands shaping identity and global reach

• Collaboration transforming ideas into iconic products
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Cassina: 

Collaboration and Modern Design Culture

• Founded 1927 in Italy

• Leader in modern furniture production and 

design culture

• Collaborates with architects and designers 

to develop innovative products

• Combines traditional craftsmanship with 

advanced materials and technology

• Produces and reissues globally recognized 

design icons



Company Confidential

Cappellini: 

Radical Design Through Collaboration

• Founded in 1946 in Italy

• Focus on collaboration with emerging and 

international designers

• Encourages experimentation with materials 

and form

• Acts as a platform for new ideas in 

contemporary design

• Influential, forward-looking design contributions



Company Confidential

Poltrona Frau: 

Craftsmanship at Scale

• Founded in 1912 in Italy

• Known for leather craftsmanship and 

material expertise

• Collaborates with designers to combine craft and 

industrial production

• Expands design into interiors, architecture, and 

mobility sectors

• High-quality, enduring, globally 

recognized products



Company Confidential

Zanotta: 

Collaboration and Experimental Design

• Founded in 1954 in Italy

• Known for experimental and innovative design

• Collaborates with designers exploring 

unconventional forms

• Combines engineering expertise with 

creative expression

• Iconic, expressive, and influential design pieces
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Apply core Italian design philosophies—

such as material honesty, emotional 

resonance, and timeless elegance—to 

develop actionable strategies for 

creating office environments that 

balance aesthetics, performance, and 

human well-being.

Learning 

Objective04
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e1ov9UBMK_0&t=11s

Play outline

Designing with Less: Material and Performance
Video courtesy of Poltrona Frau

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e1ov9UBMK_0&t=11s
http://designonefilm.com/


ELEGANCE

MATERIAL
RESONANCE

EMOTIONAL
HONESTY

Express materials to 

support performance 

and clarity

Design environments 

that connect with users

TIMELESS

Create simple, durable, 

and enduring solutions

Key Design Principles in Italian Design



Applying Design Philosophies in 

the Workplace

• Select materials that express function, 

durability, and authenticity

• Design flexible environments that adapt to 

changing work needs

• Prioritize comfort, ergonomics, and user 

experience

• Balance visual clarity with long-term 

performance and sustainability



What This Looks Like in Practice



Designing for Today’s Workplace

• Flexible, multi-functional environments

• Integrated furniture and spatial design

• Human-centered approach to comfort and performance

• Supports collaboration, focus, and well-being
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Learning Objectives

Identify key milestones and innovations 

in modern Italian furniture design, and 

describe how experimentation with 

materials, form, and production 

methods contributed to the evolution of 
contemporary design practices.

Examine the role of collaboration 

between designers, architects, and 

manufacturers—including Cassina, 

Cappellini, Poltrona Frau, and 

Zanotta—and assess how these 
partnerships transformed design 

concepts into enduring, globally 

influential products.

Apply core Italian design philosophies—

such as material honesty, emotional 

resonance, and timeless elegance—to 

develop actionable strategies for 

creating office environments that 
balance aesthetics, performance, and 

human well-being.

Analyze the cultural, social, and 

economic forces shaping Italian design 

from the early 20th century to the 

present and explain how pioneers such 

as Franco Albini established foundational 

principles of modern Italian design, 

including rationalism, material honesty, 

and human-centered thinking.
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Scan the QR code or complete the form at: 
go.haworth.com/ceu-attendance

Host Name
Title

Email

Phone

Resources & Register 

Your Attendance



Thank you!
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