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Abstract 
 

 
The study aimed to develop a theory describing the nature of the relationship between 

industrial design and science fiction, based on the observation that science fiction can 

inspire industrial designers and enrich industrial design processes and products.  The 

hypotheses were that:  

1. The roles of industrial design and science fiction are based on parallel ideas. 

2. Industrial design is suffused with, and sympathetic to, science fiction thinking. 

3.  There is a ‘cause and effect’ relationship between aspects of industrial design and 

science fiction. Science fiction cinema is a key ‘cause and effect’. 

4. Science fiction cinema performs a key function in the roles of science fiction, and 

cinema can be employed to explore and discuss the roles of industrial design and 

science fiction. 

 

The study used a range of research methods.   An extensive literature review critically 

compared and analysed the characteristics and roles of science fiction and industrial 

design. The analysis identified contrasting and common themes, ideas, processes, 

texts and subtexts between the two areas.  The findings were further analysed using 

graphic analytical tools, to form models that described and structured the industrial 

design/science fiction relationship.  Three case studies were used to further test the 

model: the work of industrial designer and visual futurist Syd Mead; science fiction 

author Bruce Sterling; and the industrial design and production design content of 

selected science fiction films.  Analysis of an Internet discussion among industrial 

designers also illuminated the model.  

 

The findings from the analysis and the case studies supported the validity of the 

original hypotheses. The study identified as the key elements of an emerging theory the 

parallel ideas of innovation in industrial design and novum (the new thing) in science 

fiction; the cause and effect relationship found between the two disciplines; the parallel 

concepts of mediation and responsibility in industrial design, and anticipation and 

interrogation in science fiction.  The theory was presented as a graphic model that 

demonstrated these elements. 

 

This study concludes that science fiction challenges the design profession to produce 

better design by requiring that social, political, and technological contexts in which 

products will exist are explicitly understood and addressed. This is mapped out in an 

emerging theory that outlines a complex, multi-layered relationship between industrial 

design and science fiction. In industrial design terms, this emerging theory could be 

considered a prototype.  

 



iii 

Acknowledgements 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedication 

To Robert Tocher (1947-1999) who I hope would have  

been proud of me, and to Dr. Ephra Garrett, who I know is. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Family 

Linden Loader, Duncan and Chloe Garrett, Keriata Stuart, Dr. Ephra Garrett. 

 

Friends 

Mark Harris, Susan Pryor, John Wells, Syd Mead, Gill Matthewson,  

Tommy Honey, Dr. Andrew Leach, and Karl Wixon (who started it all off). 

 

Massey University College of Creative Arts staff 

Supervisors: Dr. Leong Yap, Geoff Hargreaves, Dr. Anders Warell, and  

Dr. Duncan Joiner. 

Colleagues who deserve a special thank-you: Professor Tony Parker,  

Rodney Adank, Peter Fraser, David Jones, Wendy Smith, Brandon Syme,  

Roy Parkhurst, Julieanna Preston, and Dr. Jon Allen. 

 

To those Massey University Industrial Design students and 

graduates those who have heard and understood 

Brendan Heffernan, Helena Webster, Shelly Farrell, David Pearse, and  

Mike Whittaker. 



iv 

 

Table of Contents 
 

 

 

  

 

 
Title Page i. 

Abstract ii. 

Acknowledgements iii. 

Table of Contents iv. 

List of Figures and Tables x. 

Glossary xviii. 

Science fiction works used as examples in the text xxi. 

 
 

1.0 Introduction 1 

1.1 Inspiration 2 

1.2 Introduction to the chapter 3 

1.3 Hypothesis 3 

1.4 The relevance of the study 5 

1.5 Why is the study titled ‘Beyond the Wall’? 6 

1.6 Why am I undertaking this study? 7 

 1.6.1  Personal statement 7 

 1.6.2  Chance discussion 9 

 1.6.3  Reflection 9 

1.7 How did the study unfold? 11 

1.8 Study questions 14 

1.9 Global issues that underlie the study 16 

 1.9.1  Industrial design as a filter 16 

 1.9.2  Directions for research 16 

 1.9.3  Key study issues 17 

1.10 Structure 18 

1.11 Summary 19 

 



v 

  

2.0 Research Methods 21 

2.1 Introduction to the chapter 22 

2.2 Research method selection 22 

 2.2.1  Opportunities 22 

 2.2.2  Study questions and research methods 23 

 2.2.3  Design research 26 

 2.2.4  Ethics issues in this study 26 

2.3 Data gathering / analytical methods 27 

 2.3.1  Literature review: introduction 27 

 2.3.2  Analytical tools 28 

2.4 Case studies 28 

 2.4.1  What is the value of case studies? 28 

 2.4.2  How were the case studies chosen? 30 

2.4 Summary 30 

 

3.0 Industrial Design 32 

3.1 Introduction to the chapter 33 

3.2 Literature review 34 

 3.2.1  Introduction to literature review 34 

 3.2.2  Key texts 35 

3.3 What is industrial design? 39 

 3.3.1  Scope 39 

 3.3.2  Levels 47 

3.4 Defining industrial design 48 

 3.4.1  Definitions 48 

 3.4.2  Themes 50 

3.5 History and development 51 

3.6 ‘Good’ industrial design 54 

 3.6.1  What is good design? 54 

 3.6.2  Context 56 

 3.6.3  Design classics 57 

3.7 Themes and issues in industrial design 59 

 3.7.1  Product 59 

 3.7.2  Process 62 

 3.7.3  Activity 67 

 3.7.4  Profession 68 



vi 

3.8 Industrial design and the future 70 

 3.8.1  Anticipating the future 70 

 3.8.2  What is the role of industrial design? 72 

3.9 Summary 75 

 

4.0 Science Fiction 77 

4.1 Introduction to the chapter 78 

4.2 Literature Review 79 

 4.2.1  Introduction to the literature review 79 

 4.2.2  Key texts 80 

4.3 What is science fiction? 85 

 4.3.1  Scope 85 

 4.3.2  Some science fiction ideas 92 

 4.3.3  Levels 94 

4.4 Defining science fiction 95 

 4.4.1  Overlaps 95 

 4.4.2  Definitions 96 

4.5 History and development 100 

4.6 Good science fiction 104 

 4.6.1  Balance 104 

 4.6.2  Sense of wonder 105 

4.7 Themes and issues in science fiction 107 

 4.7.1  Media 107 

 4.7.2  Designing science fiction worlds 110 

4.8 Science fiction and the present 113 

4.9 Summary 114 

 

5.0 Industrial design and science fiction 116 

5.1 Introduction to the chapter 117 

5.2 Literature review 118 

 5.2.1  Introduction to the literature review 118 

 5.2.2  Key texts 119 

5.3 The model (phase 1) 123 

 5.3.1  Introduction to the model 123 

 5.3.2  The model 123 

5.4 Overview 125 

 5.4.1  Precedents 125 



vii 

 5.4.2  Previous discussion 126 

5.5 The model (phase 2) 127 

5.6 Parallels 127 

 5.6.1  Development 127 

 5.6.2  Processes 129 

 5.6.3  Agents of change 130 

 5.6.4  Self image 131 

 5.6.5  Explore the impact of technology 131 

 5.6.6  Explore the future to direct the present 131 

 5.6.7  Innovation / novum 132 

5. 7 Role 132 

5.8 The model (phase 3) 134 

5.9 Distinctions 134 

5.10 The model (phase 4) 136 

5.11 The industrial design in science fiction 138 

 5.11.1  Description 139 

 5.11.2  Texts 139 

 5.11.3  Subtexts 142 

5.12 The model (phase 5) 143 

5.13 The science fiction in industrial design 145 

 5.13.1  Description 145 

 5.13.2  Texts 145 

 5.13.3  Subtexts 149 

5.14 Cause and effect 151 

 5.14.1 Streamlining 151 

 5.14.2 Science fiction cinema 153 

5.15 Summary 154 

 

6.0 Case Studies 155 

6.1 Introduction to the chapter 156 

6.2 Literature review 158 

 6.2.1  Introduction to the literature review 158 

 6.2.2  Key texts 158 

6.3 Syd Mead 163 

 6.3.1  Overview 163 

 6.3.2  Syd Mead on Syd Mead, industrial design and science 

fiction 

167 



viii 

6.4 Bruce Sterling 169 

 6.4.1  Overview 169 

 6.4.2  Viridian 172 

 6.4.3  Visionary in Residence 175 

 6.4.4  Norman Bel Geddes 177 

6.5 Industrial design and science fiction cinema 179 

 6.5.1  Overview 179 

 6.5.2  Industrial design themes in science fiction cinema 182 

 6.5.3  Key examples 195 

 6.5.4  Industrial designers and science fiction cinema 199 

 6.5.5 Syd Mead on industrial design and science fiction 

cinema 

206 

6.7 Case studies: conclusions 206 

6.8 Summary 208 

 

7.0 Conclusion 210 

7.1 Introduction to the chapter 211 

7.2 What was learned about the hypothesis? 211 

 7.2.1  The roles of industrial design and science fiction 212 

 7.2.2  Science fiction thinking 213 

 7.2.3  Cause and effect 214 

 7.2.4 Science fiction cinema 216 

 7.2.5  Significance of the study 217 

7.3 Review of research methods 218 

7.4 How could this emerging theory stimulate further research? 219 

 7.4.1  Science fiction thinking 219 

 7.4.2  Cause and effect 220 

 7.4.3  Science fiction cinema 221 

7.5 Reflection 222 

 7.5.1  What did I learn about the topic? 222 

 7.5.2  What did I learn about design research? 222 

 7.5.3  Limitations of the study 223 

7.6 Summary 223 

 

 

 



ix 

 

 Reference List 225 

   

 Figure Reference List 237 

   

 Filmography 243 

   

 Appendices 251 

 Bruce Sterling, personal communication (email). 

Nov 29, 2005 

 

 Syd Mead, personal communication (email). 

Dec 9, 2005 

 

 Core77 discussion, Design on Film. Retrieved June 16, 2006, 

from http://www.core77.com/chit-chat/film.ht ml 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



x 

Figure List 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure  Caption/ Source Page 

 Front Cover  

 Herman Miller’s Aeron chair. (The magazine.info, http://www. 

themagazine.info/56/Pictures/Herman%20Miller/AeronchairTwo.jpg) 

 

 Still image of female robot from Metropolis. (Image capture, dir. Lang, 

1927) 

 

   

1.0 Introduction  

Chapter 
title 
page 

Illustration of images from 2001: A Space Odyssey (dir. Kubrick, 

1968). A Space Odyssey Collectibles Exhibit. 

www.2001exhibit.org2001 

1 

1.1 Designing and building a spaceship: a dream job for an industrial 

designer? (Eaves & Dillard, 1998. p.127) 

2 

1.2 The technology of the future: What will designers be able to achieve?  

(UPX Ultimate Pix. http://upx.primenova.com/2/index.html) 

2 

1.3 The world of the future: how can industrial design make our world a 

better place? (Kino International: Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. 

http://www.kino.com/Metropolis) 

2 

1.4 How will my design decisions contribute to the texture of the future?   

(Bizony, 1994. p. 51) 

2 

1.5 Norman Bel Geddes: provocative and inspirational designer. 

(Politechnico di Torino. http://www2.polito.it/ strutture/cisda/ 

HypArc/resolution/nbgritr.jpg) 

6 

1.6 Henry Dreyfuss: a designer who wanted to make a difference. 

(Dreyfuss, 1955. p. 242) 

7 

1.7 Gerry Anderson’s ‘Thunderbirds’: fantastic machines, strings most 

definitely attached. (Michael Snoeks homepage. http://www.algonet. 

se/~tourtel/images/thunderbirds/_Thunderbird2open.jpg) 

8 

1.8 Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey: inspirational science 

fiction cinema (1968). (Bizony, 1994. p. 123) 

8 

1.9 The relationship between the central study questions and the two 

study areas. 

14 

1.10 The relationship between the supplementary study questions and the 

three areas. 

15 



xi 

2.0 Research Methods  

Chapter 
title page 

Still from I, Robot. (dir. Proyas, 2004). (Movie Gazette. 

http://www.movie-gazette.com/cinereviews/gallery.asp?id=845, 

movie gazette) 

21 

 

  

3.0 Industrial Design  

Chapter 
title 
page 

Yamaha electric violin. (Burdek, 2005. p. 214) 32 

3.1 The range of people involved in the product development process. 

(after Ulrich and Eppinger, 2000. p. 5) 

45 

3.2 Levels of industrial design. 47 

3.3 Bel Geddes Streamlined radio (1939). (Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/images/h2/h2_2001.722.11.jpg) 

52 

3.4 Henry Dreyfuss’ locomotive expresses the ideas of Streamlining in a 

mobile product.   (Fiell & Fiell, 2000. p. 69) 

53 

3.5 Raymond Loewy’s Coldspot refrigerator (1935): Streamlined forms on 

a static object. (raymondloewy.org. http://www.raymondloewy. 

org/images/gallery/full/sears.jpg) 

53 

3.6 The cordless Addiator Adding and Subtracting machine. 56 

3.7 The Volkswagen Beetle: 1939 version (top), 1998 version (bottom) .     

 (Fiell & Fiell, 2000. p. 537) 

57 

3.8 Apple Computers’ iMac: created a fresh aesthetic based on material 

and design innovations (1998). (Macdesktops.com.  http://images. 

macdesktops.com/images/640x1024/Collection640x1024.jpg) 

58 

3.9 Ross Lovegrove’s ‘Go’ chair (1999): an example of a chair that 

succeeds through the designer’s control of form. (Hill International. 

http://www.hill-inter.co.jp/catalogue/2lounge_chair_image/go_chair_ 

sub_01.jpg) 

58 

3.10 Technophone cellphone concept (1987): the design of this product 

was severely restricted by available product technologies. 

61 

3.11 Vector and bitmap design software can produce images that enhance 

the designer’s ability to simulate. (Jones, 2006) 

63 

3.12 An example of the hyperreal nature of images produced by CAD 

software. (Jones, 2006) 

64 

3.13 Dyson DC15 vacuum cleaner (2005): an example of branding 

integrated with product form. (Bed, Bath and Beyond. 

http://www.bedbathandbeyond.com/assets/product_images/ 

68 



xii 

380/38720106668C.JPG) 

3.14 Industrial design and where it mediates between the present and the 

future.  

73 

3.15 The new designer has many attributes and contexts between which 

they need to navigate and mediate. (After Press & Cooper, 2002, p. 

199) 

74 

 

 

4.0 Science Fiction  

Chapter 
title 
page 

CAD rendering of Syd Mead’s lightcycles for Tron (dir. Lisberger, 

1982). (Idefagskolen.  http://www.idefagskolen.no/ 

showpage.asp?id=89) 

77 

4.1 Amazing Stories, August 1932. (University of Liverpool. 

http://www.liv.ac.uk/images/newsroom/press_releases/2005/04/Amaz

ing%20Stories,%20Aug.jpg) 

85 

4.2 The icons of science fiction: Star Trek’s starship USSN Enterprise 

(Roddenberry, 1996). (The Model Builders reference vault. 

http://www.cloudster.com/Sets&Vehicles/STEnterprise/ent 

37.jpg) 

87 

4.3 Levels of science fiction. 94 

4.4 The triadic relationship between science fiction, horror, and fantasy. 

The blurred boundaries suggest that the margins between the three 

areas are hard to define. 

95 

4.5 Frankenstein’s monster (from the 1931 movie Frankenstein, dir. 

Whale): exhibits aspects of both science fiction and horror. (Dr. 

Macros high quality movie scans. http://www.doctormacro.com 

/Images/Karloff,%20Boris/Karloff,%20Boris%20(Frankenstein)_ 

01.jpg) 

95 

4.6 Star Wars: gives the impression of science fiction. (Movie Gazette. 

http://www.movie-gazette.com/cinereviews/gallery.asp?id=918&img 

98 

4.7 Minority Report: gives both the impression and sensation of science 

fiction. (University of Reading. http://www.rdg.ac.uk/fd/images 

/Minority%20Report%2002.jpg) 

99 

4.8 K-Pax: gives the sensation of science fiction. (Covercomoz. 

http://www.covercomoz.com/cover/FR023/K-pax_av-flabada.jpg) 

99 

4.9 Méliès’s Le Voyage Dans la Lune (1902): early experimentations with 

special effects employed science fiction themes around which loose 

102 



xiii 

narratives were constructed. (Kyle, 1975. p. 45) 

4.10 Chris Foss: View from the Stars. The use of huge objects, vast 

distances and an alien environment demonstrates science fiction’s 

Sense of Wonder in illustration. (Chris Foss picture gallery. 

http://www.altanen.dk/images/CF21stCentury006.jpg) 

106 

 

 

5.0 Industrial Design and Science Fiction  

Chapter 
title 
page 

Gyroscopically balanced single-tracked linked modular crawler units 

for mass-transportation over difficult terrain. (Mead, 1979. p. 79) 

116 

5.1 The Model: Phase 1 124 

5.2 Martin Conquest motorbike for wheelchair users: (2005): gives the 

impression of being a science fiction object by using imagery that 

matches expectations of what science fiction looks like. (Jacaremoto, 

http://www.jacaremoto.com.br/motos/fotos/martinconquest_01.jpg) 

125 

5.3 The Model: Phase 2. 128 

5.4 The Model: Phase 3. 135 

5.5 The Model: Phase 4. 137 

5.6 Lego’s Bionicle toys are science fictional in appearance, and employ 

a complex backstory to enhance gameplay. (16bit.com, 

http://www.16bit.com/toypics/bionicle/vorahk/vorahk-front-full.jpg) 

139 

5.7 Industrial designer Syd Mead has created many of science fiction 

cinema’s memorable design icons. He also designed the robot 

‘Number Five’ from Short Circuit (dir. Badham, 1986). (johnny-

five.com, http://www.johnny-five.com/images/sc/scenes/5robots.jpg) 

141 

5.8 H.R. Giger’s iconic creature designs for Alien (dir, Scott, 1979) are 

based on his disturbing artworks that fuse humanoid, insect and 

mechanical elements. (Giger.com, http://www.giger.com/Home.jsp 

15.6.06) 

142 

5.9 Harald Belker’s high-profile design of a new Lexus vehicle designed 

for Speilberg’s Minority Report (2002) has received some publicity. 

(seriouswheels.com, http://www.seriouswheels.com/pics-jkl/Lexus-

Minority-Report-2054-Concept-FA-1280x960.jpg) 

142 

5.10 Lazlo Maholy-Nagy’s design of the city of Everytown for the 1936 

movie Things to Come (dir. Menzies) shows a strong connection with 

the architecture of Le Corbusier (image capture, dir. Menzies, 1936) 

142 

5.11 The Model: Phase 5. 144 



xiv 

5.12 Norman Bel Geddes’ speculative flying wing design (1929) inspired 

some of the production design for Things to Come. (Politechnico di 

Torino, http://www2.polito.it/strutture/cisda/HypArc/resolution/ 

aliner3.jpg) 

146 

5.13 Flying wing design from Things to Come. (image capture, dir. 

Menzies, 1336) 

146 

5.14 Luigi Colani produces designs that give the impression of being 

science fiction. His prototype truck design for Mercedes could have 

been part of the production design for Minority Report. 

(bangertinternational, http://www. bangertinternational.de/bangert/ 

colani/images/images.php) 

146 

5.15 Harley Earl’s Cadillac El Dorado fuses aeronautical and science 

fiction imagery. (Fiell & Fiell, 2000. p.197) 

147 

5.16 The winner of the 2001 LG Electronics Bridging the digital and the 

human competition used emerging electronic product technologies as 

the basis for their design. (LG Electronics, http://www.lge.com/about/ 

design/compitition/design_competition_2001_grand.jsp) 

149 

5.17 Peugeot’s 4002 (2003) concept car could easily have sat alongside 

Harald Belker’s Lexus design in Minority Report. (Bienvenidos a 

Peugeot Honduras, http://universalautomotriz.com/downloads/ 

4002_cc.jpg) 

150 

 

 

6.0 Case Studies  

Chapter 
title 
page 

Coloured still from Metropolis (dir. Lang, 1927). (Alberto D'arce, 

http://www.geocities.com/Area51/5555/color_rotwang_ 

lab.jpg) 

155 

6.1 Mead fills the backgrounds of his drawings with details that provide a 

sense of context. (Mead, 1979. p. 107) 

164 

6.2 Mead’s early drawings of the Spinner car concept. (Bladezone, 

http://media.bladezone.com/contents/film/production/props/lostandfo

und/spinner2/images/spinner_drawing_syd_mead_3.jpg) 

164 

6.3 Syd Mead’s ability to create contexts is evident in this conceptual 

drawing for Scott’s Blade Runner (1982). (Cultura e spettacolo, 

http://www.culturaspettacolovenezia.it/immagini/blade4.jpg BR 

cityscape) 

165 

6.4 Mead’s proposal for a Mars rover for Mission to Mars (dir. De Palma, 166 



xv 

2000) was developed around an understanding of the environmental 

context on the planet. (Mead, 2001. p107) 

6.5 Humanscale Freedom chair designed by Neils Diffrient  (but looks 

like 2001: A Space Odyssey). (Everything for Offices, 

http://www.everythingforoffices.com/images/new%20humanscale%2

0Freedom%202.jpg) 

174 

6.6 Herman Miller’s Aeron chair, designed by Bill Stumpf and Don 

Chadwick (but looks like Brazil). (The magazine.info, http://www. 

themagazine.info/56/Pictures/Herman%20Miller/AeronchairTwo.jpg) 

174 

6.7 Norman Bel Geddes’ speculative ocean liner design. (Politechnico di 

Torino, http://www2.polito.it/strutture/cisda/HypArc/ 

resolution/oliner1.jpg) 

177 

6.8 Product placement: Black and Decker’s rehydrator features in Back 

to the Future: Part 2. (Image capture, dir. Zemekis, 1989). 

180 

6.9 Forbidden Planet contains a lot of 1950s leading edge design. (dir. 

Wilcox, 1956) (Redemption Blues, http://www.redemptionblues 

.com/pictures/fpcolour.jpg) 

183 

6.10 Framework: The Fifth Element (dir. Besson, 1995) contains a dense 

production design content. (Image capture, dir. Besson, 1995) 

185 

6.11 I Robot’s predictive design content includes an Audi that uses 

spherical wheels. (Image capture, dir. Proyas, 2004) 

188 

6.12 The production design of post-Armageddon movies such as The 

Matrix is usually assembled from the detritus of today. (Image 

capture, dir. Wachowski & Wachowski, 1999)   

188 

6.13 Gilliam’s 12 Monkeys (1995) uses its production design to dislocate 

and challenge the viewer. (Image capture, dir. Gilliam, 1995) 

188 

6.14 H.R. Giger’s Alien: a genuine attempt to create an alien lifeform and 

its technologies. (Image capture, Aliens, dir. Cameron, 1986) 

189 

6.15 Leakage: chairs by Olivier Mourgue, 1965, in a 2001: A Space 

Odyssey’s spacestation (dir. Kubrick, 1968). (Bizony, 1994. p. 30) 

190 

6.16 Classic design: Men in Black (dir. Sonnenfeld, 1997) uses furniture 

and interiors inspired by American architect Frank Lloyd Wright. 

(Image capture, dir. Sonnenfeld, 1997) 

191 

6.17 Méliès’ early experiments with special effects (1902) presaged 

science fiction cinema’s relationship with special effects technologies.  

(http://www.iua.upf.es/~berenguer/textos/fabrica/ig/melies.gif 

191 

6.18 The design ideas in Terminator 2: Judgment Day (dir. Cameron, 

1991) were channelled by the then-emerging digital special effects 

192 



xvi 

technologies. (Image capture, dir. Cameron, 1991) 

6.19 Star Wars’ Millennium Falcon was designed in the era of blue 

screens and physical models.  (Cotta Vaz & Hata, 1994. p. 20) 

193 

6.20 The digitally generated ‘battle droids’ in Star Wars Episode 1: The 

Phantom Menace (dir. Lucas, 1997) were a far more useful fighting 

force than the human Storm Troopers that followed them. (Image 

capture, dir. Lucas, 1997) 

194 

6.21 The Storm Troopers are a less reliable fighting force than the ‘battle 

droids’ but entered the Star Wars universe before digital special 

effects.  (Image capture, dir. Lucas, 2002) 

194 

6.22 The mirrored surface of the Queen’s spaceship from The Attack of 

the Clones could not have been achieved before digital special 

effects. (Image capture, dir. Lucas, 2002) 

194 

6.23 This gyroscopically stabilised robot from The Attack of the Clones 

could not have been achieved before digital special effects. 

(Image capture, dir. Lucas, 2002) 

195 

6.24 Metropolis cityscape: the enduring image of the movie.  

(Kino International: Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. http://www.kino.com 

/Metropolis) 

196 

6.25 The feminine robot from Metropolis: science fiction cinema’s first 

iconic robot.  (Image capture, dir. Lang, 1926) 

196 

6.26 The videophone: the single most interesting technological advance in 

Metropolis.  (Kino International: Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. 

http://www.kino.com/Metropolis) 

197 

6.27 The detail of Blade Runner’s cityscape is part of the framework that 

supports the subtexts of the movie. (Image capture, dir. Scott, 1982) 

197 

6.28 The ‘Spinner’ police car designed by Syd Mead for Blade Runner. 

(Image capture, dir. Scott, 1982) 

198 

6.29 The magnetic levitation urban transport system proposed by Minority 

Report uses the architecture as a roadway. (Image capture, dir. 

Spielberg, 2002) 

198 

6.30 Defined hand movements and gestures control the virtual interface 

developed by John Underkoffler.  (Image capture, dir. Spielberg, 

2002) 

 

 

199 

6.31 The assembly processes of Harald Belker’s conceptual Lexus are 

featured in Minority Report. (Image capture, dir. Spielberg, 2002) 

199 

6.32 In Brazil (dir. Gilliam, 1985), the hero fights for possession of his part 

of a desk, which he shares with a person on the other side of the 

204 



xvii 

wall. (sciflicks.com, http://www.sciflicks.com/brazil/images/ 

brazil_03.html) 

  

 

 

7.0 Conclusions  

Chapter 
title 
page 

Still from Dr. Strangelove: or, how I stopped worrying and learned to 

love the bomb (dir. Kubrick, 1963). (Rottensteiner, 1975. p. 14) 

210 

7.1 The parallel roles of industrial design and science fiction.  

  

 

 

 Appendices  

Chapter 
title 
page 

Image capture from Terminator 2: Judgment Day. (dir. Cameron. 

1991) 

253 

 

 

 Tables  

1 Relationship between supplementary study questions and primary  / 

secondary sources. 

25 

2 20 highest grossing movies. 108 

3 Design intent by theme. 187 

4 Filming and chronological order for the Star Wars movies. 193 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



xviii 

Glossary 

 

 

 

 

 

Affection 

The emotional connection that a user develops with a product. 

 

Canon 

Film studies authors Roberts and Wallis (2002) describe the canon as “The list 

of works that ‘everyone’ agrees that everyone else should know” (Roberts & 

Wallis, 2002. p.1). 

 

CAD 

Acronym for Computer Aided Design – an umbrella term that covers a range of 

software and other computer-based design processes. 

 

Designer 

Used in this study to describe a person with formal design training involved in 

the product development process. 

 

Director 

The director is the person who takes the most individual credit for a movie. They 

are usually employed by the producers and provide the vision for the 

production. Movies are a very complex product, and exhibit the influence of 

many different people in the end result. However, the director is the person who 

makes the majority of the decisions relating to the final product. 

 

Monomyth 

The monomyth is the story at the root of many heroic tales. The concept, often 

termed ‘the hero’s journey’, is based on the writings of Joseph Campbell. The 

basic structure of the tale is repeated in many stories and media, and follows 

the pattern of a man being told he has hidden talents/powers, being forced by 
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tragedy to leave home on a long journey, receiving mystical aid, and finally 

conquering evil. This basic pattern is evident in stories ranging from Homer’s 

The Iliad to George Lucas’s Star Wars (1977). 

 

Product placement 

Product placement is the commercial practice of placing existing products (or, in 

the case of science fiction movies, possible products) into a movie. The product 

or brand is promoted by association with the story, the lifestyles depicted by the 

movie, or the actors themselves. This is a common practice, although product 

placement in science fiction movies often requires the design of new products, 

as contemporary products would be anachronistic in a future world.  

 

Production design 

Every aspect of the physical world of a movie, including products, clothes, 

vehicles, software, graphic design, architecture and town planning, is selected 

or designed to support and enhance the narrative. This is generically referred to 

as ‘production design’. Science fiction films have a specific set of production 

design issues if they are to create a believable future world. 

 

Product 

The result of the manufacturing process –the object / product that is being 

designed and produced. 

 

Product technologies 

The technologies within the product that make it work – for example, LCD 

screens, circuit boards. 

 

Production technologies 

The processes used to manufacture the product – for example, injection 

moulding. 

 

Profession 

Used in this study as an umbrella term covering both professional and academic 

design practice. 
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Science fiction / sci-fi / SF / sf 

There is some debate in the literature about the how the term ‘science fiction’ 

should be contracted. Three variations are used: 

• sci-fi; 

• SF; 

• sf. 

Hartwell (1996) for example, draws a distinction between SF and sci-fi: his view 

is that sci-fi is what appears on television or at the cinema, but that ‘true fans’ of 

the genre use either SF or sf as contractions. In terms of this study, distinctions 

of this nature are unimportant: the full term ‘science fiction’ is used. 

 

Semantics 

The visual language that a product uses to communicate its purpose, operation 

and intention. 

 

The Sublime 

The concept frequently attributed to the 3rd Century Greek philosopher 

Longinus that describes the effect of excellence in literature. In the 18th 

Century, Edmund Burke expanded the concept of the Sublime to encompass 

the powerful emotive responses that could be generated by works of art and 

literature (especially poetry), constructed spaces and natural phenomena.  

 

The field of the sublime comprised the majestic, the awe-inspiring, and 

the literally overpowering: it spoke the language of excess and 

hyperbole to suggest realms beyond human articulation and 

comprehension. The sublime was constituted through the combined 

sensations of astonishment, terror and awe that occur through the 

revelation of a power far greater than the human. (Bakatman, in Kuhn, 

(Ed.), (1999 p. 255)) 

 

User 

Used in this study to describe the person who uses a product. 
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Science fiction works used as examples of issues in the text 
 

(Author’s notes) 

 

 

 

Novels 

• Frankenstein (or, the Modern Prometheus). (Shelley, M. 1818).  

 

Variously hailed as the first major work of science fiction and a classic of horror 

fiction, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is responsible for many of the images 

associated with both genres. The term Frankenstein is usually linked with the 

image of the shambling monster portrayed by actor Boris Karloff in the classic 

1931 movie (stiches on his forehead, a bolt through the neck), although 

Frankenstein is the name of the monster’s creator rather than the monster 

himself. The narrative follows the experiments of the scientist Frankenstein as 

he creates life in the form of the now well-recognised monster who, spurned by 

his creator, turns on Frankenstein and escapes to find his lonely death in Arctic 

waters. Science fiction’s interest in the morality of the idea is clearly evident, as 

is the use of emerging technologies (Frankenstein harnesses electricity to jolt 

his creation into life). 

 

• Foundation. (Asimov, I. 1951).  

 

A product of the Golden Age of science fiction, Isaac Asimov is one of the 

Grand Masters of Science Fiction and was mentored by the ‘other’ influential 

pulp editor John W Campbell (the first editor being Hugo Gernsback). His three-

book Foundation series, initially published as individual stories in Campbell’s 

magazine Astounding Science Fiction, is set in the far future, in a galaxy 

populated by humans who originated on Earth. Asimov’s background as a 

biochemist imbues the works with an air of solidity, and his science fiction ideas 

are broad and ambitious. The Foundation series is seen as one of Asimov’s two 

great works (the other is his Robot series, for which he invented the ‘three laws 

of robotics’), both of which are part of the science fiction canon. 
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Films 

• Metropolis. (Lang, F. (director). 1926).  
 

Fritz Lang’s Metropolis was one of the last of the silent movies and is the first 

landmark in science fiction cinema. The movie is regarded as a classic, not only 

as a science fiction movie but as a benchmark piece of movie making. The 

theme parallels that of many other dystopian statements such as Aldous 

Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) and George Orwell’s 1984 (1949) with an 

exploration of the city as machine and the place of people within it. The 

narrative is a simple allegory of the triadic relationship between power, those 

who wield it and those under its control, but it is the visual aspects of the movie 

that exhibit the most power. The future of Metropolis is grandiose for a minority 

and troglodyte for the remainder, and the production design reflects this slant. 

The sets and architectural design for Metropolis remain iconic, although the 

design of products and vehicles is gestural and deals with the ideas behind 

them rather than the design of the objects themselves. 

   

• Things to Come. (Menzies, W.C. (director). 1936).  
 
The other early landmark in science fiction cinema takes the predictive ideas in 

H.G. Well’s novel The Shape of Things to Come (1933) and gives them 

cinematic flesh in a movie whose acting and production values typifies British 

cinema of the period. The story follows the residents of ‘Everytown’, who (in a 

sequence eerily predictive of the Blitz, four years in the future at the time of the 

film’s release) are bombarded by air at the start of a fifty-year war. The last third 

of the movie is set in the city as rebuilt by benevolent technocrats, and 

discusses the value of progress. The concept of progress is visually expressed 

through the design of Everytown, a uniformly Streamlined Moderne construction 

(in which everyone wears Greek robes), through the design of aircraft inspired 

by Norman Bel Geddes and the point of argument itself; the launching of a 

spaceship aimed at the moon. Some of the technology forecasting was 

successful in creating products that have only recently become reality: for 

example, holograms, LCD screens, and electronic projectors. 
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• The Day the Earth Stood Still. (Wise, R. (director). 1951).  
 
A flying saucer lands in Washington; an alien steps out and demands that the 

human race stops its violent behaviour. To persuade Earth that the alien visitors 

mean business, they disable every electrical appliance on the planet (hence the 

title). It transpires that the huge robot who accompanies the alien is not the 

servant (as humans would expect) but the master, who will ensure that humans 

accede to this demand. In terms of this study the design issues are minimal, but 

the movie is of interest owing to its reflection of post-war concerns about 

invasion and weapons of mass-destruction. 

 

• Invasion of the Body Snatchers. (Siegel, D. (director). 1955).  
 
The residents of a small American town are gradually replaced by alien replicas 

of themselves – replicas who are stripped of all emotions. Like The Day the 

Earth Stood Still, Invasion of the Body Snatchers has little design content of 

interest to this study, but the contemporary issue reflected in this movie is the 

cold-war paranoia inspired by communism. Owing to its deft handling of these 

themes, Invasion of the Body Snatchers is regarded as one of the best of the 

1950’s Hollywood science fiction movies (Clute & Nicholls, pg. 625). 

 

• 2001: A Space Odyssey. (Kubrick, S. (director). 1968).  
 
2001: A Space Odyssey was the result of a collaboration between respected 

science fiction author Arthur C. Clarke and director Stanley Kubrick. Kubrick’s 

intention was to make “the proverbial good science fiction movie” (Clarke, C. 

1999, pg 259) and the critical opinion was that he succeeded. The resulting 

movie is enigmatic and challenging, and remains one of the most influential 

science fiction movies to date owing to both the quality of the story and the 

quality of the movie making. Based on a short story by Clarke, the Odyssey of 

the title is a trip to Jupiter instigated by the discovery of an alien artefact buried 

on the Moon in such a way that it must have been intended to be uncovered by 

human exploration. 2001: A Space Odyssey is often described as a cold and 

inhuman movie in the way that it subsumes the human elements in its visual 

and technical grandeur. Given the strong air of reality, the technology apparent 

in the movie is a mostly a carefully considered and realistic extrapolation of 

what was considered achievable 39 years into the future. However, in the 
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pursuit of reality not only do the spaceships look like something that NASA 

might have produced but - in contrast to virtually every other space-bound 

science fiction movie ever made - they don’t make any sound in space.  

 

• Star Wars. (Lucas, G. (director). 1977).  
 
Star Wars and the five subsequent movies (2 sequels, 3 ‘prequels’) all feature 

on the highest-grossing movie list (see Table 2, pg 108). The story follows Luke 

Skywalker as he treads the classic path of the monomyth (see 4.1.2 Glossary): 

raised by his uncle and aunt who are killed by the evil forces of the Empire, 

Luke travels the galaxy with his mentor Obi-Wan Kenobi, eventually accepting 

the mantle of responsibility of the mystical energy the Force and using it to 

overcome the Empire’s deadly planet-killing Death Star. Director and screenplay 

writer George Lucas has frequently acknowledged a wide range of influences 

on Star Wars, including westerns and the writings of Joseph Campbell. The 

production design and special effects were state of the art for 1977, and the 

movie is full of science fiction icons that have permeated the culture: the robots 

C3P0 and R2D2, light-sabres, the Force, Storm Troopers, the Millennium 

Falcon spacecraft that Luke travels in, the villain Darth Vader, the (other) 

mentor Yoda, and so on. The movie was subsequently renamed Star Wars 

Episode 4: A New Hope when the 3 prequels were announced. 

 

• Blade Runner. (Scott, R. (director). 1982).  
 
Like Metropolis, the dystopian future in Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner is bleak and 

gritty, but has a richness and depth that is more easily recognisable from a 

contemporary viewpoint as a possible future than most science fiction movies. 

Based largely on the novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep by cult 

science fiction writer Philip K Dick, the movie explores a melange of issues 

about humanity, exploitation and society. The title is a relatively meaningless job 

description for the main character, who is ordered to hunt down and kill a 

number of ‘replicants’ (human clones) who have escaped from custody. Blade 

Runner received a very mixed reception on initial release and was strongly 

criticised for its lack of humanity, but went on to become a cult success. The 

production design of Blade Runner is discussed at several points in this thesis. 
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• Minority Report. (Spielberg, S. (director). 2001).  

 
Minority Report is the first ‘adult’ science fiction movie from the director of ET: 

The Extraterrestrial (1982) and Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1982). 

Based on the novel of the same name by Philip K. Dick (as many of the more 

successful science fiction movies have been), the movie investigates the ideas 

of fate and choice by proposing that people who can foresee the future could be 

used to prevent serious crimes. Spielberg layers in a considerable amount of 

design content – which is peripheral to the bare bones of the story, but a key 

element of the movie. The depth and breadth of the design vision is beguiling, 

and the ideas that Spielberg insinuates into the movie include an urban 

transport system that climbs up and down the architecture, and an office 

workstation for the virtual manipulation of information. The workstation is likely 

to become one of science fiction cinema’s iconic products. The most interesting 

aspect of the design content is the tension between the celebration of the 

special effects and the technology in the mis en scene, and the interrogation of 

the technological idea of foreseeing the future. 

 

• Brazil.  (Gilliam, T. (director). 1985).  
 
Brazil is a dark, satirical black comedy, with the dense production design 

content playing as much a role in the narrative as the plot. The story is set in a 

dystopian near future, where fashion and some of the technology is at times 

Victorian and at other times raw and futuristic. The imagery is of vast, 

inhospitable, dank buildings and spaces, where the romantic hero chases his 

paramour through an equally impersonal bureaucracy – ultimately being 

tortured in retaliation for his romantic leanings. Brazil is not a cheerful movie, 

and the dark, gloomy, misty city in which the hero lives and struggles is the 

perfect background to highlight the difficulty of an individual struggling against 

‘the machine’. 

 

• The Fifth Element. (Besson, L. (director). 1995).  
 
The Fifth Element is a loud and raucous movie, with a simple plot but a rich, 

colourful and mildly satirical production design content that matches the mood 

of the movie. The movie is set in 2300, and involves a fantasy plot that 

culminates in the Fifth Element – love (after the first four elements, earth, air, 
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fire and water) – saving the Earth from destruction by a malign, mobile planet. 

The narrative is secondary to the visuals: with costumes designed by French 

fashion icon Jean-Paul Gautier, and the production design based on the work of 

the French graphic novelist Moebius, the design is innovative in overall feel but 

leans heavily on interpretations of recognisable icons such as vehicles, 

weapons, and communication products. 

 

• K-Pax. (Softley, I. (director). 2001). 
  
K-Pax is the name of the planet from which the main character Prot claims to 

have travelled to Earth. The movie, however, is more the story of the 

psychologist who is assigned to Prot when he is arrested for vagrancy after 

possibly appearing in a beam of light in the middle of a busy railway station. The 

story follows the psychologist as he attempts to cure Prot of his delusion – and 

then starts to question if Prot is really ill or if he might be an alien from K-Pax 

after all. Whether Prot really is an alien is ambiguous and is not answered by 

the narrative. Set on the Earth of here and now, there is no fantastic or futuristic 

design content at all and the very familiarity of the sets underscores the gently 

disquieting feel of the movie. 

 

Television 

• Star Trek.  (Roddenberry, G. (Creator). 1966 – 69).  
 
The genesis of the Star Trek phenomenon was in three series of the original 

television programme aired in the late 1960’s. The television series has 

spawned several other television series set in the same universe, 10 movies, 

and many novels and graphic novels. The bare bones of the stories relate to the 

explorations of the starship U.S.S. Enterprise as the mostly human crew ‘boldly 

go where no man has gone before’. Many of the original episodes were written 

by well-known science fiction authors, and the series has at times displayed 

excellent science fiction ideas. The impact of the original and subsequent 

television series in terms of fan culture has been substantial. 


