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Introduction

Packaging constitutes an integral component of contemporary material culture, embedded within
production, distribution, consumption, and disposal systems. While traditionally understood as a
functional mechanism for protecting, containing, and transporting goods, packaging has acquired broader
cultural, aesthetic, and semiotic significance. In contemporary societies shaped by mass production and
consumer capitalism, it functions not only as a material interface but also as a visual and communicative
system mediating relations between products, users, and markets.

Since the mid-twentieth century, contemporary art has increasingly engaged with packaging as both
material and conceptual framework. Artists have appropriated packaging elements to critique
consumerism, interrogate industrial production systems, and explore commaodification and circulation.
Within this context, packaging extends beyond utilitarian purpose to become a critical medium
addressing identity, value, ephemerality, and environmental impact.

Design scholarship similarly conceptualizes packaging as a multi-dimensional system encompassing
protection, ergonomics, sustainability, logistics/transportation, and marketing/communication. These
dimensions reflect its complexity as both technical and socio-economic artifact. However, limited
attention has been given to how these functional dimensions are reinterpreted in contemporary art.
Accordingly, this study investigates how packaging design logics are reflected and reconfigured in
contemporary artistic practices, arguing that packaging operates not only as an industrial device but also
as a conceptual structure shaping visual culture and artistic production.

Research Objectives and Questions

The study aims to analyze the representation and reinterpretation of packaging design functions within
contemporary art through a design-theoretical framework.

The central research question is:

How are the five functional dimensions of packaging design—protection, ergonomics, sustainability,
logistics/transportation, and marketing/communication—reflected and recontextualized in contemporary
art?

Specific objectives include:

e ldentifying artworks engaging with packaging concepts or systems

e Classifying them according to five functional dimensions

e Analyzing reinterpretations of industrial packaging logics in art

e Examining intersections between design rationality and artistic practice

Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative descriptive-analytical methodology based on content analysis. The
framework derives from packaging theory conceptualizing five interdependent functions: protection,
ergonomics, sustainability, logistics/transportation, and marketing/communication.

A purposive sample of 27 artworks by 14 contemporary artists (1959-2025) was selected based on
explicit or implicit engagement with packaging materials, systems, or concepts.
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Data sources included visual analysis, artist statements, exhibition catalogues, museum documentation,
and scholarly literature. Each artwork was analyzed through:

o Material and visual characteristics

« Title and conceptual framing

e Artistic and contextual background

e Exhibition history

Works were mapped onto the five functional categories. Toulmin’s argumentation model supported
structured interpretation through claims, evidence, warrants, and counter-arguments. Functional
categories were treated as overlapping interpretive lenses rather than rigid classifications.

Findings

1. Protection Function

The protection function is primarily expressed through installation and environmental art involving
wrapping, covering, and concealment. Works by Christo and Jeanne-Claude exemplify this approach
through large-scale wrapping of buildings and landscapes.

Here, packaging becomes a spatial and conceptual device transforming perception. Wrapping does not
only protect but also conceals, delays recognition, and heightens awareness of form and temporality.
Protection thus shifts from a functional role to a metaphor of mediation between visibility and
invisibility.

2. Ergonomics Function

Ergonomics appears less frequently and is associated with structural reinterpretations of packaging
systems, particularly folded, modular, or expanded cardboard forms.

Artists such as May Tveit and Sam Hodge transform standardized industrial packaging templates into
aesthetic compositions reflecting spatial organization and material efficiency. However, ergonomic
concerns in art are often secondary to conceptual or formal experimentation, indicating a divergence
from the human-centered logic of design ergonomics.

3. Sustainability Function

Sustainability is one of the most prominent dimensions, both materially and conceptually. Artists such as
El Anatsui, Haruki Nakamura, Camera 60 studio, and Russell Hiron use discarded packaging materials
including bottle caps, cardboard, and industrial waste.

These works transform waste into complex visual structures through accumulation and assemblage.
Sustainability operates on two levels: material reuse and critique of consumer culture and environmental
degradation. Thus, it functions both as strategy and ideological commentary on global production
systems.

4. Logistics / Transportation Function

The logistics dimension appears through repetition, stacking, shelving, and serial organization. Andy
Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup Cans and Brillo Boxes exemplify this logic by replicating industrial storage
and retail display systems within gallery spaces.
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Such works simulate mass production, distribution, and standardization. Later artists like Gavin Turk
explore post-consumption states, emphasizing residue and industrial afterlife. Logistics thus becomes
both representational and conceptual, reflecting systems of circulation and commodification.

5. Marketing / Communication Function

Marketing and communication constitute the most extensively represented and conceptually complex
category. Artists such as Piero Manzoni critically engage with branding, labeling, and product semiotics.
Manzoni’s works subvert packaging information systems through irony and conceptual inversion,
questioning authenticity and authority in commercial communication. Contemporary collaborations
between artists and brands further blur boundaries between art and commodity, where packaging
becomes both artistic object and collectible product.

This dimension highlights the instability of meaning within branding systems and the increasing
convergence of art, design, and market economies.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate that packaging functions are not merely referenced in contemporary art but
actively reinterpreted as conceptual and material strategies. Sustainability and marketing/communication
emerge as dominant frameworks, reflecting concerns with environmental crisis, consumer capitalism,
and branding culture.

Protection and logistics function primarily as spatial or structural metaphors, while ergonomics
remains marginal, suggesting that human-centered design logic is less influential in contemporary art
than systemic or symbolic concerns.

Since the 1960s, especially in conceptual art, minimalism, installation, and appropriation practices,
boundaries between art and design have increasingly blurred. Packaging becomes a hybrid medium
through which industrial logic is adopted, transformed, and critiqued.

The relationship between art and design is bidirectional: artists appropriate packaging systems, while
packaging design increasingly incorporates artistic strategies through limited editions, collectible objects,
and experiential branding.

Conclusion and Implications

This study analyzed the reflection of packaging design functions in contemporary art through qualitative
content analysis of 27 artworks. It confirms that all five dimensions—protection, ergonomics,
sustainability, logistics, and marketing—are present but unevenly emphasized.

Sustainability and marketing/communication dominate, while ergonomics is least represented. Protection
and logistics function mainly as metaphorical or structural devices shaping perception and material
understanding.

The study argues that packaging should be understood not only as a technical system but also as a
cultural and epistemological framework influencing artistic production. Contemporary art becomes a
critical space where packaging logics are reproduced, destabilized, and reimagined.

By integrating design theory and art analysis, this research provides a structured interdisciplinary
framework for future studies. Further research may extend to digital packaging systems, interactive
media, sustainable materials, and audience interpretation of packaging-inspired artworks.
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2 Fast-moving Consumer Good

% Absolut

* Saatchi Gallery

5«Absolut Warhol: The Other Half”
® Louise Bourgeois (1911-2010)
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