
If you thought the future would be cooler, you may have Syd Mead to 
blame. His serene and sensual landscapes, full of muscular androgynes 
and chrome-coated spacecraft, informed everything from automotive 
and electronics design to the appearance of more than a dozen iconic 
Hollywood movies. His paintings, which shaped our image of the future 
as much as any twentieth century art, are aglow with the promise of 
what might have been––and hopefully may yet be.
 Although best known for his designs for dystopian sci-fi  
films such as Blade Runner, TRON and Aliens, Mead was unshakably 
optimistic, and in his own work technology is always put to good use. 
This idealism was grounded in scientific fact: guided by his industrial 
design training, Mead drafted future architecture and technology to 
seem plausibly real. As a result, his paintings are as prescient as they 
are fantastical: from gleaming new hyperbuildings in Asia to our arti- 
ficially intelligent mobile phones, much of our contemporary world  
looks just as he envisioned it. Mead’s prediction for the Los Angeles 
Skyline 2015 (1985), painted just a few years after he designed the 
dingy street scapes in Blade Runner, feels like a sunny riposte to that 
neo-noir LA, with boulevards that are sparkling clean. Behind the iconic 
City Hall, an angular skyscraper rising beyond the painting’s frame 
seems to presage the downtown towers that have broken ground over  
the past decade.
 Mead’s images are blueprints for a world he believed we 
could actually build, many of them accompanied by instructions on  
how to erect their most far-fetched forms. And yet, looking at them,  
it’s possible to feel nostalgic for a time still to come. The deliciously 
retro aesthetic of their flying cars, ships, and space suits is a product 
of Mead’s omnivorous appetite for art history and world culture. In a  
style he termed “supersonic baroque,” mid-century automotive design  
collides with ancient Chinese lacquerware motifs and the floral tracery  
of medieval mosques. Biomorphic lines grace slickly manufactured  
surfaces, as on the luminous flying saucers in Entering Stargate (1991)  
or the sleek, polished exterior of the vehicle in Hypervan – Crimson 
Plaza (2003). The latter’s mirrored chassis and bullet nose recall Sput-
nik or the Studebaker Starlight, a favorite car of Mead’s whose designer,  
Raymond Loewy, he worked with in the 1960s.
 Space in a Syd Mead painting is always radiant and dynamic, 
full of elements moving gracefully at supersonic speed. Although in- 
spired by early futurist illustrations by Chelsey Bonestell and others, 
it has few true precedents in the art-historical canon. On the other  
hand, Mead’s process, which he likened to analogue computer map-
ping, links him with the great painters of an earlier age. His favored 
medium, gouache on panel, is shared by artists as disparate as Hans 
Holbein and JMW Turner. Mead called it “old school”, the deceptively 
simple trick of “applying paint to cardboard with animal hairs at the  
end of a stick.” The light in his paintings, meanwhile, is soft and lustrous 
as if viewed through a camera lens or a pool of still, clear water. It has 
a distinctly Pre-Raphaelite feel. That school of Victorian painting was 
informed by advances in photography; Mead’s art similarly depicts  
quantum machines with a much older technology.

Like a Pre-Raphaelite painting, every work by Mead is its own self 
contained story. The artist constructed entire worlds around his build-
ings and machines, populating them with characters who, as well as 
establishing scale in each composition, are endowed with complex  
narratives. These glamorous burghers of all races and genders are 
most often engaged in ostentatious leisure, whether watching a sport-
ing event––a race between six mammoth, robotic canines in Running 
of the Six Drgxx (1983) and real horses in the Running of the 200th 
Kentucky Derby (1975)––or dancing in the dim, kaleidoscopic cav-
ern of a Tokyo Disco (1987). Their revealing garments, meanwhile, are 
stitched from fashion references as diverse as English fop suits and 
Arabic thobes. Anticipating globalization and our endless recycling of 
cultural trends, Mead built his future from the best parts of humanity’s 
present and past.
 Mead was a child of the Great Depression who joined the  
US Army after World War II and launched his career in the midst of  
the Cold War nuclear arms race. He was openly gay years before 
Stonewall. His optimism seems even more singular at a time at least 
as scary as our own, and not just for those like him. In 1956, while a 
student at Art Center College of Design, Mead imagined that human-
kind might flourish “in the absence of the insatiable consumption of 
a war machine”, supported by design that would “surround functional 
elements with the sensuous uselessness of pure fancy”. His idea of 
progress was a democratic world of flamboyant pleasure––the kind 
of “fancy” our militaristic, homophobic, and patriarchal society would 
dismiss as frivolous or vain. This wasn’t a sketch, but rather a hopeful 
manifestation: “We have to rehearse for a bright future,” he liked to say. 
 There’s something profoundly queer about a vision of the 
future that rejects entrenched hierarchies and notions of linearity. 
Mead’s paintings portray a universe in which we’ve learned from the 
mistakes of history, and a time long after the sexual revolution has 
been won. The beautiful bodies enjoying each other in his phospho-
rescent nightclubs and interstellar idylls feel no shame or judgment 
expressing their desires. There’s an undeniable homoeroticism to 
the hung, masked clubbers in Party 2000 (1977), placing ‘sensation 
enhancing’ rings around each others’ chiseled frames, and the mus- 
cular males in Cavalcade to the Crimson Castle (1996), bursting out  
of their chaps and G-strings. The women around them, meanwhile, 
seem to be wearing nothing at all; flashing skin in shades that range 
from mauve to orange––as well as one Amazon striped like a zebra–– 
they belong to a post-human future in which evolution has made us  
powerfully virile and free.
 As the theorist José Esteban Muñoz argued, queerness  
is a utopian temporality, a “horizon” that is “not yet here”. For Mead,  
the future was likewise “reality ahead of schedule”. Science fiction 
offered him the tools to momentarily leave the ignorance of his era 
and this planet far behind, just as it has for many others. Every painting 
he created is a wish for the world he wanted. It’s up to us to get there. 
 
Evan Moffitt



Future Pastime explores the mind of the man who shaped the way we see  
tomorrow. Syd Mead’s future is not one of sterile minimalism, cold auto-
mation, or far fetched absurdism. It is aching, alive, kinetic, and deeply 
human. Imagine a leisurely drive through a cerulean-blue interstellar high-
way, a dog race featuring mechanical canines soaring above skyscrapers,  
a dinner party where guests don sleek, metallic couture.
 Mead’s meticulous gouache paintings render the future as 
something tactile, filled with light, movement, and boundless possibility. 
His work reflects a humanity that, while evolving alongside technology, 
remains deeply connected to its traditions and social bonds. By seamlessly 
blending the familiar with the fantastical, Future Pastime underscores the 
truth at the core of Mead’s legacy:
 These are not abstract utopias but blueprints for a world just 
beyond our reach. The future isn’t something distant. It’s already here—
we’re just catching up.
 Born in St. Paul, Minnesota, Syd Mead (1933–2019) was a 
visionary artist who redefined how we imagine the future. A Midwesterner 
to his core—humble, honest, a small-town kid with a boundless mind—
Syd was raised by a Baptist minister who moonlighted as an art instructor. 
His childhood was shaped by discipline, wonder, and the lingering shadow 
of poverty, war, and social collapse. But rather than succumb to the weight 
of the times, Mead was driven by an unstoppable, prophetic need to visual-
ize a brighter future—not just for himself, but for the world.
 After serving in the U.S. Army, Syd attended the Art Center 
School in Los Angeles, where he fused classical techniques with a for-
ward thinking imagination. He embraced the philosophy that science fiction 
is “reality ahead of schedule,” that we must “rehearse for a bright future.”

Upon graduation in 1959, Mead was recruited by Ford Motor Company’s 
Advanced Styling Studio, where he quickly established himself as a de- 
signer with an eye toward the future. But it was his commission for U.S. 
Steel’s promotional catalogues that truly cemented his reputation. With 
sweeping, cinematic illustrations, he positioned steel not just as a material 
of the present, but as the foundation for the world to come. These works 
became highly influential, inspiring a generation of designers and film-
makers, including George Lucas and Joe Johnston, whose world-building 
for Star Wars was deeply shaped by Mead’s visual language.
 Over the next two decades, Mead collaborated with some of  
the most prominent corporations in the world—Chrysler, General Electric, 
Phillips, Sony, Minolta, Toyota, Dentsu, Honda—who saw his work not  
as fantasy but as blueprints for what could be.
 Then Hollywood called. Robert Wise enlisted Mead’s talents 
for Star Trek: The Motion Picture (1979). Steven Lisberger brought him on 
board for TRON (1982). Ridley Scott commissioned Mead to conceptualize 
the world of Blade Runner (1982). Hollywood embraced him, and he con-
tinued designing for film into his final years.
 Syd did not just imagine the future—he built it. His visions 
shaped the way we dream, design, and depict tomorrow. From the vehicles 
we drive to the cities we build, the films we watch to the technologies we 
pursue, our collective vision of the future has been profoundly shaped by 
his hand.

William Corman & Elon Solo



Running of the 200th 
Kentucky Derby 
1975
Gouache on Panel
27 x 34 in

Tokyo Bay Boat Race
1983
Gouache on panel
27 x 37 in

RAYS Wheels 
1985
Gouache on panel
22½ x 37 in

Mono Pod 
1969
Gouache on panel
19 x 33½ in

Voyage to the City
1985
Gouache on panel
37 x 37 in

Entering Stargate
1991
Gouache on panel
27 x 37 in

Hypervan - Crimson Plaza
2003
Gouache on panel
27 x 37 in

Cavalcade to the Crimson Castle
1996
Gouache on panel
26½ x 36½ in

Running of the Six Drgxx
1983
Gouache on panel
27 x 37 in

Silver Coach
1983
Gouache on panel
36½ x 37 in

Mobilage 
1985
Gouache on panel
27 x 37 in

Party 2000
1977
Gouache on panel
28 x 36½ in

Moon 2000 
1979
Gouache on panel
27 x 37 in

Pebble Beach
2000
Gouache on panel
27 x 37 in, 27 x 37 in, 27 x 37 in

Monster Bike
2004
Gouache on pane
27 x 37 in

Space Wheel Interior
1979
Gouache on panel
28 x 27 in


