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This text will use the lens of two historical precedents to evaluate one contemporary design tool. 
By looking at modern day scripting through the differential values purported by the Victorians and 
Buckminster Fuller, we can examine the state, role, and future of form manipulation in product 
design today. 
 
The Victorian era spans roughly the period of the reign of Queen Victoria, from 1837-1901. This 
era was fueled by an influx of wealth from the colonies, new transport capabilities, a doubling 
population, and the maturation and mass-deployment of industrial technology. These factors 
spawned a rapid urbanization of the population as well as the first-ever establishment of a middle 
class. This combination of new living and working conditions left the population without social 
precedent. In the technological sphere, these new close quarters lead to increased pressure to 
illuminate, power, and clean the urban environment. In this period: steam power matured, gas 
lamps were deployed, incandescent lamps were developed, sewerage installed, roads paved, 
and lines of telecommunication strung. Life was sooty, hard, and anxious, but it was clear that 
things were looking up. Those who previously had nothing found opportunity to advance their 
station. Individuals ascended the social ladder; industries followed and fueled the ascendance, 
supplying goods to newfound tastes and income to consumers. 
 
For the first time, a middle class coalesced. It did so on the backs of agrarians streaming into the 
urban centers. Urbanity eased the absolute grip of the church, and the middle class found itself 
managing worldly aspirations. Hungry for validation and more progress the Victorians pushed 
blindly into the new world, but retained custom and mindset from feudal roots. This central 
confusion cemented itself into the Victorian mindset, a bundle of paradoxical ideas and attitudes, 
bound to puritanical ideals, prudish morality, and widespread anxiety about its place in the world. 
Beneath this straitjacketed code of conduct lurked strong currents of optimism, enthusiasm, 
intellectual curiosity, and imaginative freedom. It was in this period that science grew into the 
discipline it is today. Also it was in this period that industry and mechanization was fully deployed. 
While messy, confused, and anxious, the beginnings of the modern mind were hatched here. 
 
All of this was manifest in the artifacts of the time. In this time period both material production and 
consumption changed. Victorians were able to produce, ship, and purchase more and more-
diverse goods. The use as well as the signification of these goods changed. The venue for this 
change was the container for those goods: the home. The middle class could afford more house 
per individual. Rooms became specialized. Furniture moved from the edges of the room to gather 
in clumps. The coil spring and over-stuffing were both invented and served a newly invented 
habit: lounging. Ornament in the new class of mass-produced goods served not as indication of 
superior craft or devotion to god, but instead alignment with a higher social class and historical 
epoch. What in upper class households might be a relic from a distant land or handcrafted 
antique was in middle-class dwellings a mass-produced imitation. The Victorians filled their 
spaces with wares aping any number of historical periods. Each piece of furniture, picture frame, 
or decorative plate held a dense pattern of decoration. The sheer visual weight of the household 
in this era was something of a density as yet unseen on this planet (and not seen again until the 
psychedelic art of the '60's). 
 
Born in the last decade of the Victorian Era, Buckminster Fuller (American, 1895-1983) was a 
designer of a different sort. His Project was nothing short of ensuring mankind's stability on the 
planet. "Fuller was the first designer in history to understand structure as a pattern comprised 
entirely of energy and information.”1 He was preoccupied with synergy: "[the] behavior of integral, 
aggregate, whole systems unpredicted by behaviors or any of their subassemblies of their 
components taken separately from the whole."2 By which he meant a system optimized to 
balance all the forces upon it. His structures are elegant, rational, and light. He sought to 
optimize, in measurable terms, design of: devices, structural members, vehicles, residences, and 



cities. His vision of form as the embodiment of potential did not leave room for custom, reference, 
or contextualism. To live in a Fuller house was to live without vertical exterior walls, right angles, 
or any outward semblance of normalcy.  
 
So we have two operational gestalts. The first, groping for any weighty association, cultural or 
historical, and happy to apply ornament (of specious provenance) to every nook. The Victorian 
precedent sought to move the purpose of these objects beyond satisfying baseline functional 
requirements into the social realm: the point of the object was to further the station of its owner. 
Fuller’s aim is so is so single-minded as to wholly ignore any sort of form-based semiotics. 
Optimizing loads, production costs, supply lines, environmental impact, energy consumption, 
material source, and labor gestalts was all within its sphere of inquiry. Simple agreement with 
established social mores was not. Bucky was happy to force his users into changing bathroom 
habits to accommodate the design of the Dymaxion Bathroom. 
 
Though both hopeful, these two trajectories couldn't be further apart. The first is wholly 
reactionary, seeking only to feed the demand of a hungry populace. The other’s aims were 
beyond ambitious, but unable to see the value in the local, the specific, or the custom. High 
Modernism was the designer's answer to both trends. While an important step along the visual 
history of the western world it provides at best an incomplete answer to the shortcomings of either 
precedent. High Modernism's celebration of structural honesty often served as fetishization of the 
industrial instead of an sincere search for the pure expression of efficient manufactured solution. 
Similarly, Modernism, also insufficiently met the popular appetite. The executions of select few 
modernists yielded beautiful works that fundamentally changed both the notion of living and 
production, but the majority of the goods and spaces offered up to the populace were drab, 
lifeless, and unambitious. The signification of comfort, ownership, and reference is important to 
most of us, as is the literal ease afforded by an overstuffed chair.  
 
Contemporary technological advancement proffers both a pragmatic as well as cultural bridge 
between these opposing endeavors. The embedding of the computer into the product 
development process yields the potential for advanced visualization with direct ties to production. 
We now have the potential to both achieve Fuller's radical efficiencies, and exceed the 
expressive ambitions of the Victorian pattern-work. Scripting has risen to the top as a veritable 
Swiss Army Knife of design and engineering. It is being employed across the entire visual range 
of technological output. Strong evidence is born out in special effects, articulated structures, 
tessellation, stress analysis, form generation, and responsive adornment.  
 
Derived from Script, as in the script for stage and screen, provides a framework for a 
performance to proceed in physical/temporal space. Scripting in product development is the 
application of code to form development. It is applied across a huge range. This technology 
affords opportunities unthinkable to either Bucky or the Victorians. The central conceptual shift 
that it enables is the potential for discovery rather than command. With the assistance of the 
computer the designer is afforded control over elements too sophisticated to be effectively 
represented or created in any other manner. Scripting yields the potential for responsive detailing 
and for ornamentation to be structural rather than applied. Decoration can now be interwoven into 
structure. Patterns can respond to surface behaviors and scale dynamically. Tension 
systematically separated from compression, and materials conserved. Natural reference can be 
developed via mathematical prediction: algorithms creating analog pressures to those that form 
organic growth, or fracture.  
 
Perhaps neither Bucky nor the Victorians would value the current batch of experimentation in 
form development, but the media-saturated post-postmodern consumer can surely appreciate the 
new class of nuanced tools. Would Bucky have departed from spheres if given better visualization 
tools? Would he have expanded his inquiries to fashion or device design given new classes of 
materials and dynamic modeling? Would a Victorian appreciate the seamless craft of mass-
customized objects. Perhaps. Perhaps not. But we have a decidedly interesting view from here at  



the cusp. We are today on the edge of a wave breaking. As these technologies mature and 
deploy tomorrow will certainly yield a stylistic reawakening. 
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