Gaetano Pesce’s Pratt chair,
beloved since the 1980s,
continues to evolve.
BY TIFFANY JOW

One of Pesce’s latest versions of the
Pratt chair, made in 2018.

In 1984, Italian design master Gaetano Pesce
made 34 iterations of his Pratt chair—named
for Brooklyn’s Pratt Institute, which gave him a
space to work and access to its labs. The project
was born, Pesce says, from a need to express
the difference between art and design, or the
lack thereof. It consists of nine chairs, each
made from urethane resin infused with a different chemical formula. “The first chair is made
of a resin with a chemical composition that
generates a gelatin so that, when it comes out
of the mold, [it] is like a body without bones
and falls to the ground,” he explains, noting
that the second, third, and fourth chair grow
incrementally more stable. The fifth and sixth
chairs can accommodate an adult sitter, while
the final two are so rigidly uncomfortable they
can only be looked at—much like the first seats
in the series—as one would traditional works
of art. “Therefore,” Pesce declares, “this work
depends on a chemical formula to determine
if it belongs to the category of art or design.”

Now there are 15 new iterations of the Pratt
chair, which debuted at New York’s Salon 94
Design gallery. Pesce returned to the project
because the materials have evolved: “They have
more transparency and come in very joyful
pigments that didn’t exist before,” he says. In
the version shown here, the chair’s backrest has
a discernible face—a feature that, importantly,
made its earliest appearance in the original
seats and went on to become a signature of the
designer’s cabinets and lighting. “The human
features that appear in my work have a very
precise reason: to fight abstraction,” Pesce says.
“I need to use the human figure to express that
my work is dedicated to people. It is figurative
precisely because people can understand and
interpret it as they see it.”
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