
Cultural Modifiers of Visual Aesthetics 
 
Ronald B. Kemnitzer, FIDSA 
Professor, School of Architecture & Design 
Virginia Tech 
 
 
 
As our world rushes headlong into the embrace of globalization, it may appear to many that 
aesthetic diversity and visual richness of product design is in decline. For decades, U.S. 
designers sought to emulate the refined, understated visual style of western Europeans. Now that 
we have climbed to that plateau of accomplishment, other cultures are emulating us, principally 
countries in the Far East.  In our rush to develop a visual language that is universal in appeal, it 
may be that it is more universally bland rather than richly proclaiming its culture of origin. 
 
Of the 130 winners of the 2004 IDEA/Business Week design competition, 33 were from 14 
countries outside the U.S.—Australia, Britain, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, 
Israel, Japan, Korea, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden, and Taiwan. While the designs are 
visually refined and certainly highly functional, there is virtually no way to visually relate the 
designs to their culture of origination with very few exceptions. The most notable of those is the 
Chevrolet Super Sport Roadster (SSR) that conjures memories of cruising the strip, rock and roll 
music, and a time in which the future was viewed far more optimistically than we allow ourselves 
in this era. This design is so unique and powerful because it celebrates its’ culture of origination 
rather than emulating a homogenized global design aesthetic. 
 
While one might claim that many (most) of the IDEA winners lack an identifiable place of origin, it 
can’t be denied that they exhibit a high level of visual sophistication. In other words, they’re 
beautiful. Making products beautiful is one of the things that we as designers do best, yet we 
seem to have little understanding of how we do it, of why they look so good. Almost all designers 
will tout visual symmetry as one of the key elements of beauty. It’s one of the tools that we use 
most often. Perhaps we are influenced by our perception of human physical beauty, which is 
driven by symmetry and understood as such. In addition to symmetry, there are numerous 
proportional systems that are used extensively by designers to impart ordered ‘beauty’ to their 
work. The proportional ratio of the golden rectangle (1:1.618), for example, is one that is 
extensively used by designers to bring visual order to manufactured products.  While the 
relationship of the ratio of the golden rectangle in its application to architecture is well known, and 
to a lesser extent in product design, it is lesser known for its relationship to the human body. For 
example, the relative proportions of the bones of our fingers conform to the ratio, as does the 
position of our navel relative to our overall height. There are many more examples, all of which 
combine to suggest that we humans are ‘hard-wired’ to appreciate the symmetry and proportions 
of universal beauty that we, ourselves exhibit. Braun appliances have for decades been designed 
with strict adherence to the proportions of the golden rectangle, symmetry, and alignment of 
details. Braun design was emulated by U.S. designers as we sought to achieve the sophisticated 
visual austerity that Braun designs projected and our automobiles didn’t.  Judging by the visual 
austerity and almost universal use of black, white, and silver of the 2004 IDEA winners, it appears 
that design has embraced these ideals universally (globally). While our work has become more 
sophisticated and universal, it has also become visually homogenized with little indication of 
cultural origin and diversity. 
 
While the Chevrolet Roadster revels in its cultural origin (a primary factor in its success), it also 
echoes the visual style of the 1940s, a time of social optimism and technical evolution into the 



jet/rocket era. This visual dating of products is a result of aesthetic evolution. While the universal 
aesthetic truths such as symmetry and proportion impart a foundation of beauty to products, that 
beauty is enriched by a number of cultural modifiers that visually imprint designs with their date 
and place of origin. For instance, designers enthusiastically admire the Audi TT as an 
outstanding, beautiful design. As production automobiles go, it’s at or near the pinnacle.  In thirty 
years’ time, it will probably be regarded as an important and good design, but one that is clearly 
from this decade.  These cultural modifiers are constantly at work and continuously influencing 
aesthetic evolution.  What looks good to us now may not last long.  Identifying what will look good 
next is extremely difficult and something that most designers would admit to be hopeful intuition.  
As good as we designers have been at researching and understanding user behavior and product 
interaction, we have been equally unsuccessful at understanding and predicting aesthetic 
evolution. 
 
As Mark Twain said, ‘History doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes.’ Futurists advise us that if 
we want to think of the future, we should think of the past. We should look back in time at least 
twice as far as we want to look forward. If we wanted to consider what the aesthetic language of 
swimming suits might be in ten years, it would be useful to study their evolution over recent times 
and try to identify the cultural modifiers that influenced their appearance.  Identifying the modifiers 
of the past may be instructive in anticipating influences in the future. If we look back to the 1930s, 
we would see swimming suits undergoing radical and rapid evolution. Pre-1930s swimwear could 
be described as abbreviated street clothing with several layers of loose fitting cloth that when wet 
became very heavy. Public swimming was little more than wading into the water and splashing 
about. There were, in fact, few public or private swimming pools at that time. The White House 
installed their first pool in 1933. The introduction of latex in 1931 led to stretchable cloth, which 
had a profound influence on swimming fashion. In the 1933 Olympic Games, Johnny Weismuller 
wore a form fitting latex-fabric two-piece swimming suit that was widely copied in both male and 
female suits. The ‘technology modifier’ of latex was a significant modifier of visual aesthetics. 
Even the Bauhaus principle of form-follow-function was touted as rationale for these new 
fashions. At that same time, tanning became fashionable and form-fitting, abbreviated suits 
supported this social modifier.  
 
Following World War II, there was a building boom in America that included the construction of 
many swimming pools. Development of plastic films and sheets led to the development of 
inflatable swimming pools. Esther Williams starred in Bathing Beauty in 1944, which continued to 
popularize swimming.  Tanning continued to become more popular and socially compelling 
despite the discovery of the long-term risks of ultraviolet exposure. The bikini was introduced in 
1946. 
 
In the 1960s, films such as Beach Party (1963), Blue Hawaii (1962), The Endless Summer 
(1966), and The Swimmer (1966), continued the evolution of swimsuits to a state of less 
concealing, more revealing.  In 1964, Sports Illustrated launched their first swimsuit issue. The 
sexual revolution of the late 1960s and early 1970s continued that trend.  Materials that are 
lighter, more elastic, and faster drying were also developed during this period that influenced the 
visual aesthetics of swimsuits. The 1960s song “Itsy Bitsy Teenie Weenie Yellow Polka Dot 
Bikini” helped to further popularize bikinis and also marked the rising importance of color and 
visual pattern in textiles, which was suppressed during the early 1940s by material (dyes) 
rationing and less optimism for the future. 
 
Recent extreme experiments in swimsuit fashions include materials that don’t block the Sun for 
more extensive tanning and bikini art, temporary visual adornments that attach over and/or near 
female breasts, perhaps a reflection of evolving social acceptance of tattoos. 



 
This look backwards would instruct us that the most influential factors in swimsuit evolution were 
technology modifiers and social modifiers. Knowing that, we might be better informed to consider 
how these modifiers might evolve over the next ten years and how that evolution might impact 
aesthetic evolution.  An emerging technology might be digital fabric and film that can change 
color and pattern in an instance.  Could swimsuits change color and pattern depending on the 
weather?  Social modifiers could be currently described as volatile. Will the world be more 
socially and politically conservative in 10 years.  If so, would swimsuits become more concealing? 
Will tanning continue to be socially compelling?  If so, could body suits of breathable film that 
blocks the Sun’s harmful rays, but change color to what we would describe now as a ‘healthy tan’ 
become the rage? Will our world be optimistically manifested by strong coloration and pattern or 
conservatively reflected in solid, muted colors and subtle patterns? Even with the useful 
knowledge that our look backwards has provided, predicting the future is still daunting, but at 
least we have a few influential factors that we can watch for and react to. 
 
Compounding the challenge of identifying aesthetic modifiers is the impact on them by different 
places of origin. An example would be the differences in laundry washing machines in the U.S. 
and Europe. In the U.S., users want to load the machine and forget it. An enclosed, light-tight 
container conforms to their disinterest in what’s going on inside as long as the laundry is clean 
when they take it out.  Europeans, on the other hand, are more personally vested in the laundry 
process, considering it an important act of nurturing their family. Accordingly, they prefer their 
laundries to have windows through which they can monitor the process, an important act of 
confirmation, a response to religious rituals ingrained through generations of families. Knowing 
these differences in cultural modifiers, a design team from the U.S. enhanced the user 
experience for a European laundry by illuminating the interior of the drum with a colored light that 
changes from blue to white as the process is completed. Being aware of cultural modifiers such 
as exampled here may be a designer’s most powerful tool in creating designs imbued with the 
culture of origin. 
 
It’s pretty clear that the resulting laundry design was meaningful for the targeted cultural group. 
The question that begs to be answered is if the design has appeal to other cultural groups.  It can 
be argued that the sincerity, uniqueness and utility of the design would be embraced by other 
cultures, just as ethnic foods are appreciated and embraced by other cultures. Imagine how 
boring food would be if cuisines were to become as nonorigin distinct as product design has 
become. In our drive to develop designs with universal appeal and acceptance, designers have 
embraced universal aesthetic systems and too often ignored the visual richness that result from 
consideration of ‘local’ aesthetic modifiers. We have a variety of rich cultural choices when we go 
out to eat. When we go out to purchase a kitchen appliance, we also have a variety of choices, 
but they all look as if the same hand designed them. It would be nice to see an appliance that 
exhibits an obvious place of origin.  In our rush to be sophisticated are we populating the world 
with products that are so universal that the resulting visual texture is dull and uninspired? Could 
indigenous product design be the next opportunity for advancement of our profession? 
 


