IMPRESSION

Enterprising furniture designers in the UK are choosing to manufacture their
own work. Albert Hill asks why they carved out their own niche in the market

BRITAIN has always prided itself on its oddities,
yet the discrepancy between a creative culture
that’s the envy of the world and a manufactur-
ing Industry seemingly stuck in the past remains
one of our most frastrating eccentricities.

Far from putting designers off, though, it
seems that Britain is attracting more ambitious
young designers than ever before and the rea-
san for this, suggests a new exhibition at the
Crafts Council, is the relatively recent emer-
genee of the so-called designer-maker. Titled
An Industry of One, the exhibition, curated by
David Redhead, charts the rise since the 1980s
of British-based designers who have refused to
undersell themselves to the commercial furmni-
ture industry and opted, instead, to go it alone.
It might seem a romantic notion, but as any
designers who have pursued this route will tell
you, it can be an extremely testing experience.

“It looks easy in the magazines, or if you see
designens al private views,” says Nick Crosbie,
who established Inflate with Mark and Michael
Sodenn in 1995, immedintely after completing
the Industrial Design course at the Royal Col-

lege of Art. “But next morming you have to get
up with a hangover and work bloody hard.” Now
avisiting tutor at the RCA, Croshie, who makes
sure most of Inflate’s profits are put back into
the company, Is “constantly trying to explain to
students what it's like in the real world”,
Similarly, the 26-year-old designer Hector
Serrano, a recent graduate from the RCA,
remembers his tutor Roberto Feo (of the criti-
cally accliimed Londonbased Spanish design
trio El Ultime Grito) warning him against going
italone, “Yes, he said don't do it!” says Serrano.
But such wamings and serious financial anxi-
eties weren't enough 1o stop him swapping his
Job at Ideo for the opportunity of setting up his
own small workshop at home. *I needed to keep
my individuality and the freedom to do exactly
what [ wanted to do,” he says. And, being accus-
tomed to the loosest of structures at the RCA's
Design Products MA, *where you sel your own
briefs, have your own objectives®, Serrano
found it frustrating operating within a larger
company. His decision to quit Ideo looked to
have paid off Last year when he won the $16 000

Peugeot Design Award and saw his Superpatata
light picked up by Duteh group Droog Design.
But he reveals that he still has nothing
approaching “a secure income™.

Jane Atfield, an RCA graduate of an earlier
generation, was another who refused o join a
large organisation and opted instead to become
“an industry of one”. She started her own com-
pany Made of Waste, emphasising that such a
decision was partly a lifestyle choice. “It
depends where your priorities lie, 1 always
wanted to have my own ideas and be innova-
tive,” she suys, “Plus, I've never had to work for
people I don't like” Yet, looking back, she has
reservations about the wisdom of her choice.
“I've got terribly undisciplined,” she admits,
“And sometimes it's difficult to keep driving
yourself. But when 1 graduated [in 1992, along
with others including Andrew Stafford and
Michael Marriott], there was a strong feeling
that you could make your way, that you could
have fun developing things.” At the time Ron
Arad, Tom Dixon and Jasper Morrison, the three
designers that Redhead identifies in An Indus-
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Clockwise from above: Spike no 2 wall light by
Tom Kirk; Plank by Thomas Heatherwick for Keen;
La Slesta by Alberto Martinez, Raky Martinez and

Hector Serrano; Plastic bag by Emma Joffs; Slice

by Mathias Bengtsson for Keen

try of One as integral to the establishment of the
designer-maker phenomenon, were reaching
the crest of their acclaim,

It's hardly coincidence either, that the
designs of the "big three” have been largely
manufactured abroad. Britain has nothing

to challenge the supremacy of Italian,

Spanish, German and even American

manufscturers, despite inroads being

made into improving such a non-sen-
sical situntion. Improvements have
been made, largely becanse the vol-
ume of designers has demanded it. In
Inflate’s case, the founders decided
that “the only way to survive was to buy
our own machinery”, which they did; con-
sequently, up to 80 per cent of Inflate’s
$1.2m annual turmover now comes from
manufacturing and consultancy.

“There was a time,” says Crosbie, “when
Alessi wanted to take over our product
range. But we realised that would make us
broke in six months. It was then | decided that
we'd never sell out to another company,” »
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Clockwise from left: Hat Stand for Aram
Design, by Jasper Morrison; Superpatata by
Hector Serrano; Strangled light by Gita
Gscl dtner; WW. Mod Indent, by
William Warren

Neither did Crosbie want to become “a British
designer used for PR purposes™ by o manufac-
turer, as he saw happening to some of his

predecessors.

London fumiture manufacturer
SCP has at fnst begun to reap the rewards of its
investment in British-trained talent. Small com-
panies such as Keen and Innermaost, run by
Steve Jones to produce low-cost accessories
and lights by young designers, have started 1o
capitalise on the obvious potential.

Charles Keen, who, significantly, spent a
period of time as the UK managing director of
the ever-progressive German company Vitra,
proclaims himself “loathe to mise a Union Jack”
over his company. Yet he believes strongly that
“the creative culture here has been under-used
by manufacturers™. A man passionate about
design quality, Keen can understand why
designers sometimes “resist the requirements”
of manufacturers. “They get so bludgeoned by
commercialisation,” he says. “Very often you
see i plece of fumiture and know there's only
an accountant in there.” Keen himsell has
ensured he has commissioned pieces, by
Thomas Heatherwick and Mathins Bengtsson
(another recent RCA graduate) in particular,
that have an “inherent spirit™

But despite this seemingly sympathetic atti-
tude towards designer-makers, there is also a
degree of empathy from Keen for his fellow
British manufacturers. “A lot of young design-
ers come out of college with a good portfolio
and expect to be picked up immediately,” he
says. “Ithink the industry is quite shy due to this
prima donna tendeney.” Paul Newman, who
wntil recently ran and owned the manufacturing

Elsewhere

and retail company Aero, is someone used to
being approached by graduates. Many of them,
he says, have had *hot air blown up them. They
would come to us with products heavily influ-
enced by what they'd seenin the design press,
I'mi sure | made those mistakes when 1 started
out but you just want to tell them it's bollocks”™.

With Aero now under new ownership, New-
man is relishing the chance of forgetting about
operational responsibilities and getting back to
the drawing board with his new company, New-
man & Kamali. He has long since put the desire
to actually make behind him.

Of course, many designers do not actually
want to be makers, Some, such as Ron Arad,
clearly relish the hands-on aspect but few
designer-makers would reject the offer of a
manufacturer taking on their products. Often
the only option avadlable, though, is self-making
for those that refuse to compromise. What
designers will often do, as Redhead points out
in his An Industry of One catalogue, is “sub-
sidise signal pieces intended for one-off pur-
chase” by “focusing on accessonies” that can be
casily sell-made or manufacthured

“The giftware market is a good place to start,”
says Newman, who knows from experience that
people will baulk at shelling out for a sofa >
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