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Abstract

This contribution is part of the author’s doctoral research, which investigates the so-
cio-cultural value of the upholstered product Made in Italy (Mll), considering it not only as
a utilitarian good but as a cultural artifact capable of incorporating and generating shared
meanings. Through a qualitative analysis of icons of Italian upholstered design, including
Le Bambole and Camaleonda, considered representative for their ability to maintain aes-
thetic, design, and symbolic relevance over time, the paper offers a critical reflection on
the role of form and materiality as vehicles of value in contemporary design. It suggests
that the re-semantization of design must proceed through an approach that acknowledg-
es the centrality of culture, social values, memory, and the connection with place. From
this perspective, Ml is not merely a productive model but a strategy of signification ca-
pable of counteracting commodification through objects that endure both materially and
culturally. The theoretical framework intertwines material culture, design semiotics, and
reflections on the role of design as a meaning-making practice. In particular, the paper ex-
amines how these iconic products have been able to transcend mere utilitarian function,
becoming instruments of narration, expressions of identity, memory, and social belonging,
thereby providing a solid foundation for reflections useful to contemporary sustainable
and meaningful design.



1. Introduction: The Contemporary De-Semantization

of Products

In the contemporary context of industrial production, a pro-
gressive process of homogenization of artifacts can be ob-
served. A visit to a household appliance store or a furniture
fair conveys the impression of a growing similarity among
products belonging to the same object category: visually and
functionally alike, shaped according to logics of standardiza-
tion, productive efficiency, and serial reproducibility.

This phenomenon is symptomatic of a profound transforma-
tion in the relationship between objects and meanings, a pro-
cess of commodification typical of advanced capitalism, that
has led to a de-semantization (Marrone, 2002) in which arti-
facts become commodities devoid of identity and narrative,
recognized solely on the basis of functional or price criteria.

1.1. The Challenge of Differentiation and the Ambivalent
Role of Design

In the globalized world, product recognizability, linked to
commercial competition, becomes a difficult endeavor, and
differentiation occurs within narrow boundaries dictated by
market conventions, production constraints, and dominant
aesthetic trends. Investment in innovation (Rampino, 2012) or
in semantic diversity is perceived more as a risk than as a val-
ue (Verganti, 2009), flattening the offerings and leading to a
substantial indistinction that undermines the ability of objects
to produce value and meaning.

Objects no longer possess any sign function, as recalled by
Baudrillard (1972), of social differentiation; rather, they re-



main inert within the swirling dynamics dictated by use-val-
ue, as Marx understood it. They are cold commodities with
mute surfaces.

As the technical-functional complexity of products increases,
the required investments in research, development, and pro-
cess and product technologies grow accordingly. Financial
commitment becomes a critical factor, as the sustainability
and survival of the enterprise are closely tied to the commer-
cial success of the product.

Within this scenario, design assumes a dual role: on the one
hand, it represents an instrument of strategic differentiation;
on the other, it becomes a means of conforming to dominant
market trends (Trabucco, 2015).

Thus, the globalized market behaves like a “planetary blend-
er” (Trabucco, 2015) that, by mixing offerings, produces an
identity flattening of products, competitive mainly in terms
of economic value (Porter, 1985).

In certain cases, companies with a strong innovative vocation
identify design as a central element in defining corporate
culture and in creating distinctive strategic value to commu-
nicate themselves to the market (Verganti, 2008; 2009). Con-
sider companies such as Olivetti, Apple, or Alessi, which have
elevated design to a structural component of their success and
long-term recognizability.

More frequently, however, design is used to renew mature
products. Acting primarily on formal and linguistic aspects, it
tends to generate a “background noise” (Eco, 1968) character-
ized by strategies of formal cosmetics, which operate exclu-
sively on the surface, or of communication, without altering



the deeper essence of products and production, which con-
verge toward consolidated archetypes.

This characterizes design as a mere exercise in style that ne-
glects the cultural dimension, particularly in sectors of rela-
tively limited technological complexity, where product evo-
lution occurs at slower rates and typological differentiations
offer limited competitive margins. emblematic examples are
found in the production of furniture and furnishings, lighting,
and other traditional fields of application in which design has
written much of its history.

1.2. The Lasting and Symbolic Value of Furniture Products
Traditionally, furniture products have been configured as du-
rable goods, whose value is linked not only to their relatively
high cost but also to expectations of prolonged use and their
ability to accompany the rhythms and rituals of daily life (Di
Roma, 2020).

These objects play a significant role in constructing the inti-
mate and affective space of domesticity, contributing to the
definition of a personal material and symbolic environment:
they become witnesses of everyday life.

Unlike goods with high functional obsolescence (household
appliances, digital devices), furniture products may be the
object of strong emotional and symbolic investment, retain-
ing value beyond technical efficiency or their state of preser-
vation.

An armchair, for instance, can become an object of affection,
establishing a long-lasting bond resistant even to physical wear
or changes in taste. It is within this relationship between object



and user, between form and memory, between use and narra-
tion (Marrone, 2002), that the possibility arises of restoring
value to production, escaping the pure mercantile logic.
Notable examples include furniture products that have be-
come iconic in design history, such as Thonet chairs or the Le
Bambole series, which have endured over time by maintaining
a stable presence in the market through re-editions and rein-
terpretations.

The furniture sector has historically played a central role in
the development of Italian design, emerging as one of the
primary fields through which an international reputation for
aesthetic excellence, typological innovation, and manufac-
turing quality has been consolidated (Rullani, 2004; Benini,
2010; 2019).

In particular, the upholstered furniture sector stands out for
its strategic importance, as it expresses a know-how rooted
in the territory while also being strongly oriented toward
technical and linguistic innovation. However, the growing
competitive pressure of the globalized economic market has
progressively reduced the space for design experimentation,
contributing, in this case as well, to the de-semantization of
products.

This dynamic has weakened design’s ability to generate
meaning and narrative through objects, distancing it from the
cultural and social role it historically played in the affirma-
tion of Made in Italy (MII).



1.3. A Critical-Qualitative Research Methodology

Within this perspective, the paper, part of the author’s ongo-
ing doctoral study,! critically reflects, starting from the most
emblematic iconic upholstered cases, on the significant val-
ue-related aspects of contemporary design, addressing the gap
left by current approaches that fail to prioritize socio-cultural
value, suggesting that the re-semantization of design must pro-
ceed through an approach that acknowledges the centrality of
culture, meanings, memory, and the bond with territory.

From a methodological point of view, an explicitly criti-
cal-qualitative and interpretive approach, focused on the de-
construction of iconic products as cultural artifacts, is adopted.

The three case studies (Le Bambole, Camaleonda,

and Maralunga) were selected based on criteria of typological
relevance (upholstered furniture, central to MII design
history) and iconicity/market resilience.

The latter is interpreted through their commercial persis-
tence and the capacity to generate successful re-editions,
confirming their enduring symbolic value beyond the logic of
obsolescence.

The analysis is guided by a historical-comparative and
semiotic lens, drawing on archival study (historical doc-

1 Project financed by the European Union - NextGenerationEU - Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e
Resilienza (PNRR) - Mission 4 Component 2 Investment 1.3 - Notice No. 341 of 03/15/2022 from the
Ministry of University and Research. Protocol of the application PEO0000004, decree granting the
loan no. 1551 of 11/10/2022, CUP D93C22000920001, Made in Italy Circular and Sustainable MICS.
SPOKE 7 “New and consumer-driven business models for resilient and circular SCs” P.3 Research
project “Cultural value chains: From local traditional production districts to a new country of origin
effect” (coordinator Prof. Annalisa Di Roma) Wpl_ Sofa supply chain. Sustainable innovation (re-
search group: Annalisa Di Roma, Piera Losciale, Anna Christiana Maiorano, Alessandra Scarcelli).



umentation, company catalogs, critical texts, etc.), visual
semiotics (advertising campaigns, formal evolution, etc.),
and interpretive comparison to decode the complex relation-
ships between form, function, and socio-cultural value over
time.

Specifically, the qualitative analysis impacts the re-semanti-
zation of products by highlighting the deep cultural and nar-
rative elements that, if recovered in the design process, can
counteract their commodification and de-semantization.
This methodology, based on the study of the product as a
cultural text, provides a necessary analytical basis for the de-
velopment of a design approach that transcends the limits of
purely technical-functional innovation, the object of doctoral
research.

2. The Italian Upholstered Product: A Non-Valuable Good
Historically, the upholstered product has represented a prod-
uct-system embodying a good characterized by a relatively
long average lifespan.

Indeed, when compared with the characteristics of the com-
modity-product, upholstered furniture belonged, at least until
a certain period, to that category of goods, such as automo-
tive, marked by slow replacement (Cooper, 2005). These prod-
ucts were initially conceived not for rapid consumption and
cyclical substitution, but rather to accompany the user over
time, responding to logics of investment, residential stability,
and the construction of an identity-bearing domestic environ-
ment (Attfield, 2000).



In this sense, upholstered furniture assumed, throughout the
twentieth century, a central role in the symbolic and function-
al organization of domestic space, positioning itself as the
fulcrum of family life, a place of gathering, rest, and dialogue
(Spigel, 1992).

This dimension of use and affection intertwines, particularly
in the Italian context, with a specific and enduring cultural
configuration of dwelling: that of the salotto as a space of
representation.

Unlike the convivial and democratic living room, which spread
earlier in other European countries, Italian homes were histor-
ically marked by the presence of the so-called stanza chiusa
(“closed room”), reserved for guests or formal occasions.

The salotto was born in the 19th century as an imitation of the
aristocratic salon and was interiorized, during the 20th cen-
tury, by the urban petite and middle bourgeoisie as a symbol
of social respectability, status, and decorum (Casciato, 1988;
Salvati, 1993).

Even with post-war housing modernization, the salotto per-
sisted in new apartments as a remnant of the superfluous: a
space that, while accommodating functional furniture and
household appliances alongside upholstered furniture, re-
tained a formal character through which the family projected
itself outward.

Only belatedly, compared with other European contexts, did
the Italian home progressively adopt the model of the open,
multifunctional living room, tied to everyday sociability (Sal-
vati, 1996; Duva, 1991; Hausen, 1993).



Here, the role of commercial television contributed to trans-
forming the space from a static setting into the center of ac-
tive domestic life, marking a transition in design models and
consumption preferences.

The presence of upholstered furniture in the most “visible”
area of the home entailed particular attention to its aesthetic
and communicative quality, reinforcing its role as a marker
of social status: the choice of a specific type of sofa, in terms
of languege, shape, color, material, and brand, responded not
only to functional criteria but also to symbolic logics (Cascia-
to, 1988; Salvati, 1996; Douglas & Isherwood, 1979).

It is therefore unsurprising that upholstered furniture became
part of the material and immaterial heritage of the family:

it was common for armchairs and sofas to be preserved for
decades, reused, restored, and passed down through gener-
ations, turning into silent containers of memory (Attfield,
2000; Miller, 2008; 2014). They embody what Daniel Mill-

er defines as the objectification of relationships: artifacts
through which social relations are structured, expressed, and
sustained over time.

This symbolic attestation of upholstered furniture progres-
sively transformed, particularly following the industrial ex-
pansion of the sector, into a contemporary paradox: the idea
that upholstered furniture may now be configured as a good
that is easily accessible, replaceable, and consequently no lon-
ger bearer of socio-cultural value (Attfield, 2000).

The relational dimension that once tied it to dwelling prac-
tices has today been compromised, reducing it to a serial and



anonymous object, a bastion of an economy of replacement
rather than preservation (Cooper, 2005; Chapman, 2005;
Cherrier & Farrelly, 2025; Alzaydi, 2024, Jacobs, 2023), dom-
inated by logics of speed, availability, and immediate gratifi-
cation (Bauman, 2002; Ceschin & Gaziulusoy, 2016).

This transformation is linked to a multiplicity of dynamics.
The rapid and relatively simple development of the Italian
upholstered furniture manufacturing sector was made pos-
sible by low production entry thresholds and the availability
of skilled labor (already active in leading firms or in subcon-
tracting and supply chains), particularly in well-known dis-
tricts such as the Murgian one.

Beginning in the 1980s, with market internationalization and
the partial delocalization of production phases, the sector
underwent profound change: logics of scale and price began to
prevail over those connected to artisanal quality, distinctive de-
sign, and the valorization of local know-how (Deserti, 2009).

This evolution had evident repercussions both economical-

ly and aesthetically/productively. On the one hand, market
overcrowding led to saturation of supply and a progressive
lowering of the final product’s cost. On the other, there was
increasing standardization of formal languages and a general
qualitative flattening, also due to the use of less valuable raw
materials and low-cost foreign labor.

Particularly in district configurations where productive spe-
cialization was originally fundamental to the rapid expansion



of the upholstered sector, a growing dependency emerged

on competitive dynamics based on cost reduction (Trigilia,
2005), rendering the production system vulnerable to changes
in the global market (Micelli, 2011).

With the rise of large-scale retail and, more recently, digital
marketplaces, pressure on producers has increased, imposing
ever-shorter design and production cycles.

This race to the bottom has had significant consequences on
design: upholstered furniture progressively lost the cultural
density that once legitimized its value and longevity, becom-
ing gradually unmoored from a recognizable territorial and
design identity.

Thus, design innovation has become increasingly discouraged
even in the case of upholstered products; few stylistic arche-
types dominate corporate collections, and sofas and arm-
chairs end up resembling one another in language and perfor-
mance requirements.

An evolutionary dynamic of convergence emerges, where the
archetype becomes an abstract trend, a volatile idea of con-
temporaneity and desirability, followed by companies pro-
ducing artifacts already destined to be surpassed.

A crisis of identity strikes upholstered furniture (Bruno et al.,
2025; D’Elia et al., 2025), by nature designed to be lived in,
crossed by the body, experienced in daily life, transforming it
into a cold artifact emptied of its cultural thickness (Marrone,
2002; Jensen et al., 2021; Ertz et al., 2019) (Fig. 1).



Figure 1. Piera Losciale (re-edited by), contemporary upholstered products, 2025 (Made in Italy compa-
nies).

In the case of Made in Italy upholstered products, this is par-
ticularly paradoxical: it is a sector that has built its excellence
on the ability to confer meanings, to generate added value
through a refined culture of design and materiality.

The MII upholstered product was not born as a commodity
but as a cultural artifact (Fortis, 1998; 2005; Benini, 2019;
Belfanti, 2019; Vacca & Bertola, 2020;): it tells the story of its
place of origin, the history of those who made it, and the time
embodied in its materials (Temperini et al., 2016; Bettiol et
al., 2022; Micelli, 2016; Rullani, 2019).

It is the outcome of a “cultural value chain” (Di Roma et al., in
press; Losciale et al., in press; Losciale et al., 2025; Losciale,
2024) in which local knowledge, material culture, and col-
lective imagination intertwine in a union of immaterial and
material that distinguishes Made in Italy products globally in
terms of meaning, experience, aesthetics, sharing, and partic-
ipation.



However, while upholstered products strongly connote these
cultural values of MII from an economic and managerial
perspective, closely tied to corporate and historical values,
the research identifies in these products an effective field for
studying the construction of their added values and what has
rendered them enduring icons.

The Made in Italy upholstered product suggests a new design
paradigm that begins with the values consolidated in a series
of recognized and recognizable products within MII, in rela-
tion to current trends in use and consumption and to produc-
tion systems themselves.

The challenge for design is no longer solely to innovate forms
and functions, but to restore relational and social value to
products and recover the profound meaning of design: to
shape objects that speak and endure (Cherrier & Tiire, 2020).
If the crisis of upholstered furniture is a crisis of meaning,

its regeneration must pass through a rethinking of the design
practices that define it. Recovering the product’s ability to say
something means reintroducing into design cultural, social,
and experiential values that extend its life.

3. The Critical and Semiotic Analysis of Made in Italy Iconic
Cases: Results

Within the Italian historical and cultural context that shaped
twentieth-century Italy, several iconic upholstered products
reflected the social, political, and cultural dynamics of their
time. Their significance does not lie solely in aesthetic-formal
dimensions or technical experimentation, but rather in their
ability to translate shared and recognizable systems of values
into a design language.



From this perspective, such products can be interpreted as
cultural artifacts capable of mediating between the evolution
of society and domestic practices, embodying a semantic du-
rability that transcends mere functional use.

Mario Bellini’s Le Bambole series (1972) stands as a manifesto
of a new aesthetic and social sensibility, situated at the cross-
roads of formal experimentation and cultural transforma-
tion. Its informal appearance, seemingly devoid of internal
structure, yet in fact the result of highly sophisticated poly-
urethane foam engineering for the time, broke with the rigid
compositional codes of the bourgeois living room, inaugurat-
ing a new way of inhabiting domestic furniture.

In this sense, the sofa, no longer a static object, becomes a
device for bodily experience and fluid sociability, opening
space to free use and direct engagement with material.
Oliviero Toscani’s now-iconic advertising campaign, deliber-
ately provocative, amplified this rupture: semi-nude female
bodies, sprawled across the upholstered pieces, were not a
mere aesthetic expedient, but a critical act redefining the
product as a site of emancipation and liberation from tradi-
tional roles.

A value that transcends the notion of comfort, positioning the
object as one through which users could recognize themselves
in ideals of individual freedom and social transformation.

A true cultural sign, it interpreted the tensions of the 1970s
yet continues to be reissued fifty years later, evidence of the
enduring resonance of its symbolic heritage (Fig. 2, Fig. 3).



...bambole che passano...su BAMBOLE! che restano

Figure 2. Piera Losciale, Le Bambole, catalog advertising C&B by Oliviero Toscani (1972) and Wallpaper
China (2022), 2025 (B&B Italia, Wallpaper).

In an era when the home increasingly became a refuge, a
private space for experimentation, Camaleonda (1970), B&B
Italia offered a device for reinventing domestic space, where
the user became co-designer of their own environment.

Among the first modular structures to emerge in the 1970s,
enabled by its sophisticated system of straps and hooks,
Camaleonda introduced radical flexibility that broke with
the notion of the sofa as a static, unchangeable object,
embodying well ahead of its time, contemporary demands



i L 1972/2022

Figure 3. Piera Losciale (re-edited by), Le Bambole, original drawings from Mario Bellini’s re-edition
and contemporary setting, 2022 (B&B Italia Views, Issue #01, B&B Italia).

for adaptability, personalization, and sustainability. It thus
became a genuine relational mediator, testifying to the search
for domestic freedom, anti-formalism, and the will to subvert
convention.

As such, it can be read as a cultural artifact embodying values
of openness and freedom: an opportunity to express an iden-



tity in constant flux, in dialogue with rapid social transfor-
mations and everyday practices. Still in production today by
the same company, Camaleonda is reissued without nostalgia:
retaining all original modules and its system of hooks and ca-
bles, yet introducing more sustainable materials, varied-den-
sity cushioning, and dismantlable structures.

It has gained significant presence in the contemporary social
scene as one of the most photographed and desired sneak piec-
es, embraced by influencers, designers, and fashion brands
alike as a transgenerational symbol of desire (Fig. 4, Fig. 5).

Figure 4. Piera Losciale (re-edited by), Camaleonda, original advertisement from 1971, 2025 (Domus, n.
505).



Figure 5. Savage x Fenty, Cama- Figure 6. Piera Losciale (re-edited by), Maralunga, Cassina origi-
leonda, launch of the third edition nal adverstising, 2025 (Vico Magistretti archive).
of the show, 2021 (ElleDecor).

Complementary is the trajectory of Vico Magistretti’s Mara-
lunga (1973) (Fig. 6, Fig. 7), which manifests in its ability to
make visible the relationship between the individual and do-
mestic space through an artifact that sustains a living experi-
ence attentive to comfort and quality of life.

Its genesis, famously recounted by Magistretti with irony, was
tied to the fortuitous discovery of its reclining backrest, ena-
bled by a chain mechanism.

This configuration, combined with careful attention to pro-
portion, detail, and the softness of upholstery and materials,
reflects a culture of accessible yet refined comfort, rooted in
a bourgeois Italy that was at the time redefining the balance
between functionality, elegance, and well-being.

Its recognizable silhouette, compact and reassuring, and
functional flexibility made it a tool of domestic self-expres-
sion, accompanying generations of users as a stable presence
in both domestic and collective imaginaries.
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Figure. 7: Cassina, Maralunga, advertising in a contemporary setting, 2023 (Cassina Living Collection
2023).

4. Timeless Value and the Path to Re-Semantization:
Discussion

Among the most emblematic, though by no means the only
ones, these products testify that durability does not derive
solely from formal or constructive qualities, but from their
capacity to embody the values, tensions, and aspirations of
the societies that generated and inhabited them.

This critical evidence highlights a systemic gap in contempo-
rary design, where the focus on transient functionalism has led
to a depletion of meaning. Consequently, the success of these
icons underscores the necessity of moving the design focus
from a purely technical response towards a culturally-driven
strategy that prioritizes the creation of robust socio-cultural
meaning over simple novelty.
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Specifically, the analysis of Le Bambole, Camaleonda,

and Maralunga demonstrates that the re-semantization of
design is an achievable and observable process. By identify-
ing the narrative threads and symbolic ruptures embedded
in these artifacts (e.g., freedom, adaptability, embodied ex-
perience), the study provides the analytical foundation for an
approach centered on recovering deep cultural value.

This mechanism of re-semantization is what allows these
objects to maintain their relevance and commercial resilience
across decades, transforming them from mere commodities
into cultural assets. In this sense, Made in Italy icons are not
mere survivors of time; rather, they represent living archives
of cultural memory, offering design a path to resemanticize
the present, one rooted in culture, memory, and the project’s
ability to generate value and meaning (Losciale, 2025).

5. Conclusion

Building on a theoretical overview regarding the de-semanti-
cization of contemporary industrial products, the paper of-
fers a critical reflection on the role of form and materiality as
carriers of value in contemporary design, suggesting that the
re-semanticization of projects requires a design approach that
recognizes the centrality of culture, memory, and connection
to place. From this perspective, Made in Italy upholstery is
not merely a production model, but a strategy of signification
capable of countering commodification through objects that
endure both materially and culturally (Micelli, 2016; Rullani,
2004).



The study of these cases, from Le Bambole to Camaleonda
and Maralunga, serves as a preparatory phase for the devel-
opment of a design framework, the subject of the author’s
doctoral research, aimed at understanding how cultural, sym-
bolic, and relational values contribute to the construction of
perceived product durability.

By intertwining material culture (Miller, 2008), design semi-
otics (Eco, 1968), and reflections on the role of design as a
practice of meaning (Verganti, 2009), the paper emphasizes
how these iconic products have transcended mere functional
use, becoming instruments of narrative, identity, memory,
and social belonging, and illustrates how such examples pro-
vide valuable insights for contemporary sustainable design
thinking.

Ultimately, this evidence underscores a necessary shift to-
wards holistic and inclusive sustainability (D’Ascensi et al.,
2024; Lotti et al., 2022) where the intentional creation of en-
during socio-cultural value becomes the most effective design
antidote to planned obsolescence and mass consumption.
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