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Energy is the main driving force of our society; energy is political, energy is 

invisible, energy is omnipresent. All of the buildings, infrastructure and 

products related to the generation, distribution and utilization of energy 

are created by human beings. Consequently, design plays a key role in the 

current transition to renewable energy. The exhibition »Transform! 

Designing the Future of Energy« shines a light on the transformation of the 

energy sector from the perspective of design: from everyday products that 

use renewable energy to the design of solar houses and wind power 

stations; from smart mobility systems to futuristic visions of self-sufficient 

cities. What are the criteria for designing an energy-efficient product? How 

can design contribute to an increase in the use of renewable energy 

sources? How can industry, government policies and every one of us help to 

achieve the transition to a sustainable future? 

 

The elimination of fossil fuels must be pursued with urgency in order to reduce global carbon 

emissions and stop climate change. Just as the dependency on fossil fuels has influenced 

even the smallest details of our daily lives, the progressive shift to renewable energy sources 

will have a corresponding effect on our future. This is where design comes into play, as it is 

necessary to give form and shape to the new age of sustainable energy. Therefore Design 

needs to mediate between scientific research and end users. It identifies how innovative 

technologies can be utilized and it is often the decisive factor in whether new solutions are 

ultimately accepted or rejected by consumers. The exhibition »Transform! Designing the 

Future of Energy« starts with a focus on human beings and our bodies, and then widens the 

view to examine our everyday objects, our cities and the entire energy landscape. The 

displays will include examples of innovative and experimental product design, speculative 

design projects, films, architectural archetypes and visionary future concepts.  

»Human Power«: At the start of the exhibition, visitors are invited to discover their own 

potential for generating energy. By pedalling on stationary exercise bikes, they can see how 

long it takes to produce enough electricity for common activities such as brewing coffee, 

browsing the web or taking a hot shower. The word »power« has both physical and political 

meanings. A selection of international posters and protest signs, handbills and leaflets 

reflects the evolution of energy policies and the ability of every individual to influence them: 

from the US government programme »Atoms for Peace« to the anti-nuclear movement, from 

the promotion of renewable energy sources to civil resistance against solar power plants 

and wind farms installed by global corporations. A slide show on the »petroleumscape« 
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illustrates how crude oil has shaped our landscapes and lifestyles as a source of energy – 

and how challenging it will be to liberate ourselves from the dependence on fossil fuels.  

 

The second section of the exhibition is devoted to the theme of »Energy Tools« and features 

products, prototypes and experiments for living »off-grid« – without a connection to the 

conventional energy infrastructure. Pauline van Dongen integrates photovoltaic cells into 

apparel designs, such as her Solar Shirt (2015), or into fabric panels like Suntex (2022). Stefan 

Troendle developed his Hydrogen Cooker as a prototype for a green hydrogen-powered 

stove. The Papilio street lamp by Tobias Trübenbacher meets its own energy needs with a 

built-in wind rotor. Marjan van Aubel’s solar-powered pendulum lamp Sunne imitates the 

atmospheric quality of natural sunlight, from sunrise to sunset. With his speculative project 

»Available Networks«, Pablo Bras explores the potential of capturing incidental flows of 

energy in and around the home – from the wind blowing across the roof to rainwater running 

down the gutter pipe – to produce small amounts of power, and looks at what it would mean 

to make do with that alone. An assortment of historical projects was also chosen for this 

section to show that the idea of energy self-sufficiency inspired designers from early on. The 

so-called Solar Do-Nothing Machine, created by Charles and Ray Eames in the 1950s, 

already used photovoltaic technology to set a kinetic sculpture in motion.  

 

In the third part of the exhibition, innovative approaches in the areas of architecture and 

mobility will be presented under the title »Transformers«. The building sector alone is 

responsible for roughly a third of global energy consumption, and the percentage attributed 

to the transportation sector is almost as high. The Powerhouse Brattørkaia in Trondheim, 

designed by the architectural office Snøhetta, is recognized as the world’s northernmost 

energy-positive building – it produces more than twice as much energy as it consumes, 

feeding the surplus back into a local microgrid. The Plus Energy Quarter P18 in Bad 

Cannstatt, developed by Werner Sobek in collaboration with AktivHaus, features a self-

sufficient heating system, thanks to a combination of heat pumps, photovoltaic thermal 

collectors and the controlled ventilation of interior living spaces. The Day After House by 

TAKK architecture, in turn, demonstrates that high-tech solutions are not mandatory for 

improving the energy efficiency of existing buildings: due to a clever spatial configuration 

with various climatic zones and the use of natural insulation materials, this apartment 

requires almost no supplemental heating.  

 

The paradigm shift from the combustion engine to the electric motor is also increasing the 

importance of solar energy within the realm of transportation. At the vanguard of this 

transition are experimental solar-powered automobiles like the Covestro Sonnenwagen, 

which can cover a distance of up to 500 km with a solar array measuring roughly 2.5 sqm.  

However, companies like the German startup Sono Motors are now integrating photovoltaic 

technology into production vehicles as well. To achieve greater sustainability in courier and 
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parcel services, the company ONOMOTION has invested in e-cargo bikes and a 

combination of electric motor and muscle power. 

 

All forms of energy production, distribution and storage have a spatial footprint, whether 

through the extraction of the required raw materials, for the construction and operation of 

buildings for generating or transforming power, or for the infrastructure needed to store and 

distribute energy. Therefore the final section of the exhibition is devoted to the topic of 

»Future Energyscapes« and what they might look like. This field of research includes new 

typologies for energy storage, such as the Energiebunker in Hamburg or Hot Heart, Carlo 

Ratti’s pioneering proposal for the intermediate storage of thermal energy in the city of 

Helsinki. Other visionary ideas for the future production of energy are also presented, from 

the wind turbine models designed by students from ECAL/Lausanne for the Canadian 

island of Fogo, to the hypothetical »Eneropa« conceived by Rem Koolhaas’ Netherlands-

based think tank AMO. Examples of historic predecessors include Herman Sörgel’s idea for 

a huge land mass supplied with hydroelectric power, introduced in the 1930s as the 

»Atlantropa« project, or Buckminster Fuller’s »World Game« and the notion of managing the 

world’s entire energy reserves and resources with a global computer network.  

 

»Transform! Designing the Future of Energy« emphasises that the transformation of energy 

systems must encompass more than just the expansion of renewable energy sources. The 

intelligent design of everyday objects and the implementation of visionary urban designs 

and infrastructure are crucial. Designers and architects around the world are already 

contributing innovative ideas and solutions for reducing our energy consumption, changing 

our energy-intensive lifestyles, and participating in the process of achieving a sustainable 

future. The exhibition »Transform!« shows that energy is one of the greatest challenges of 

our time – but also one of the greatest opportunities to reshape our world. 

 

Exhibition publication 

After its initial presentation at the Vitra Design Museum, the exhibition will tour to further 

international venues. An accompanying publication features around 100 projects from the 

fields of design, architecture and urban planning that represent pioneering approaches to 

the topic of energy. The book is illustrated with some 200 images and includes essays by 

Catharine Rossi, Stephan Rammler, Ivan Illich, Daniel A. Barber, Donatella Germanese and 

Carola Hein. Book design by Helen Stelthove; linen softcover, thread-bound; ISBN 978-3-

945852-60-6 (EN), 55.00 EUR, also available online at: shop.design-museum.de/en  

 



 
 

Vitra Design Museum, Charles-Eames-Straße 2, 79576 Weil am Rhein, Germany 

T +49.7621.702.3200, F +49.7621.702.3590, info@design-museum.de, www.design-museum.de 

 

 

  

About the Savings Banks Finance Group 

The 353 Savings Banks and their partners in the Savings Banks Finance Group support the 

lives of people throughout Germany. As financial institutions incorporated under public law 

with a regional focus, the Savings Banks and their partners affirm their common 

responsibility to promote the public interest. They regard it as their mission to facilitate not 

only economic but also social participation for all citizens. For over 200 years, this 

engagement has been part of the Savings Banks philosophy. The promotion of art and 

culture are core elements of the way that Savings Banks contribute to the common good: 

the Savings Banks Finance Group has been Germany’s largest non-governmental sponsor 

for many years. Art and design can expand horizons, create new connections and inspire 

people to look at things from a different perspective. Making cultural experiences accessible 

to as many people as possible is both motivation and the goal behind their diverse 

commitments.  

 

The Savings Banks Finance Group strongly identifies with the importance of the exhibition 

»Transform! Designing the Future of Energy«. They promote energy-saving construction and 

upgrades by providing advice and financing to private customers, while also helping 

companies to implement sustainability strategies. The cooperative support for this exhibition 

is jointly provided by the Savings Banks Cultural Fund of the German Savings Banks 

Association, the Savings Banks Association of Baden-Wuerttemberg with its affiliates LBBW, 

LBS Sued, SV SparkassenVersicherung, and the Savings Bank Markgraeflerland. 

 

About the IKEA Stiftung 

The IKEA Stiftung is an independent, charitable organization that supports projects from the 

realms of domestic culture and consumer guidance as well as efforts to create better 

opportunities and living conditions for children and youth. In addition to our ongoing project 

funding, the foundation regularly awards prizes to individuals and organizations that stand 

out for their exceptional civic activities and initiatives.  
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We are very enthusiastic about the topic of “living and design” and its dynamic evolution, 

which can always be regarded as a reflection of society. For this reason, among the ideas 

and projects we support are exhibitions that not only document the developments in this 

area, but also provide innovative impulses. The IKEA Stiftung was founded by the German 

IKEA companies in 1981 with 20 million euros in basic assets. The income – totalling over 1.6 

million euros per annum – from the foundation’s capital fund is directly and fully allocated 

for sponsorship purposes. 
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