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SARAH NATKINS (HOST): Hello. We wanted to thank you for coming tonight to the last in the series of Design Miami/ Design Talks. Tonight we're presenting “Material Innovators: How are cutting-edge designers harnessing the power of materials?” The Talk is presented by Material Connexion and Corian Dupont, who has a lovely exhibition over here by Morris Sato Studio. The tonight's Talk is going to be moderated by Zoe Ryan, the Neville Bryan Curator of Design for the Art Institute of Chicago. And our panelists are George Beylerian, Founder and President of Material Connexion, architect David Adjaye, architect Greg Lynn and Tokujin Yoshioka, the Design Miami/ Designer of the Year. 

ZOE RYAN: I want to add my thanks to Wava Carpenter, Ambra and Sarah for organizing this talk and for inviting me to moderate this discussion. I have an esteemed group of panelists with me, all of whom have a keen interest in materials, although Greg, David and Tokujin all work in very different ways. 

Greg, whose work, as you probably know, is driven by digital technologies. He makes amorphous forms, very often colored in very vivid hues. Tokujin's work, in contrast, has an ethereal quality and is inspired by investigations into how materials perform under new circumstances. And David's projects often incorporate industrial materials in very innovative ways but are always very ingenious. And he also is interested in the relationship between the natural and the synthetic. So although they all work quite differently, their approaches are all very prevalent ways of making. They're each fascinated by materials as a driver of innovation and discovery, as well as the tactility of materials and using them for their structural and formal qualities. George is the knuckle, as I call him, to tie the group together. His represents one of the foremost design research firms in the world and is absolutely a fountain of knowledge. So we are very privileged to have this group of speakers here with us, all of whom I'm sure are going to make for a very lively discussion. 

I wanted to first start off with some questions for George. I'm sure this is a very knowledgeable audience, so you know Material Connexion, but his new book Ultra Materials is really the impetus for this talk, so perhaps George, you might want to tell us a little bit about your company and also mention the book and why now are you publishing this compendium?

GEORGE BEYLERIAN: Material Connexion was born 10 years ago. As Booker T. Washington said, “It was combustibility, it just happened.” There was no plan and the result is that we now have a place, quite large, that's a library of materials that have to be vetted to a jury. So every month we jury in about 30 or 40 materials that are unusual, technologically advanced, unique, ecologically correct, etc. So in other words, it's the best of the best. And after our researchers have done their work, they present them to the jury, which then approves or declines the admission of this material. After months they are approved, they get into a system, into the database and they get mounted on “material tabuli,” is what we call them. They are panels with samples and descriptions; usually it's bilingual if it's for our other libraries in the world. We have one in Bangkok, in Cologne, in Milan and a few more this year. So basically we have created an international language of hi-tech, unusual materials and processes, because that's a very important focal point: how you make things. 

I should go slowly, as our friend from Japan has so much that he's done in the form of process. So we basically have created a language that people can communicate with and basically we have implemented a way to develop commerce, which we have no interest in right now. We don't deal in buying and selling any of these materials. We just do this work as if we were a public trust. We do it by the kindness of our hearts, technically speaking. There is no funding except we earn enough money to do what we do. So there are, as I said, I think, 4,000 materials so far and we have a very broad audience. We like to think that materials are the language of artists, architects, interior designers, fashion designers, automotive designers, on and on. So we identify at least 10 disciplines and for the first time this year, we gave awards to somebody from that discipline that has merited such an award. These awards were given on the merit of magazines from each field that proposed the candidates and that's how we finalized the awardees. Is that enough information?

ZR: That's super, George. Maybe a question for the designers and I wanted to start with Tokujin, who as we've said is the “Designer of the Year,” and obviously he has an absolutely beautiful installation at the Moore Building. It's like being in heaven when you're up on the top or in the sky. I'm very interested in how materials play a role in your work. Are they the starting point or do they go hand in hand with structural or functional considerations? And Tokujin, obviously you're known for work that's extraordinarily hi-tech (fiber technologies), but also work that is made with materials that can be considered humble or ubiquitous (the plastic straws). So I'm interested in what draws you to a particular material and what's your starting point? 

TOKUJIN YOSHIOTA [through translator]: I came here to Miami in September. Actually this is my second time in Miami. When I was in Miami in September, I was laying down on the beach to get a suntan, and I came up with the idea of this installation. When I was laying down on the beach, I was very impressed by the strength of sunlight on Miami and I had the image of a tornado or a storm on Miami. So I wanted to create an image of the nature in Miami for my installation. One of them is the one called Rainbow Chair, made by prism glass. It is actually the prism glass which reflects the sunlight and shows the rainbow effect. I also came up with the idea of making tornado-like scenery by using two million straws. So that's how I came up with the materials.

ZR: In a minute I want to ask George, how from your experience you see innovation in materials and process occurring and who is driving this? Is it the designers or the manufacturers or the engineers or is it really a synthesis of all of them? I know that Greg, for example, has worked a lot with industrial processes through the aerospace or auto industries, and we were talking about how that has driven your work to a certain degree and how you feel that these types of manufacturers have really spearheaded innovation. How did you become involved, Greg, with these industrial manufacturers and persuade them to produce stuff at the scale of a teapot, for example, rather than aerospace?

GREG LYNN: One thing that I think is good about the moment is that, like in the late 1940s and 50s when there was a lot of materials work being done by the military, the automobile industry, the aerospace industry, architecture, furniture, they all really benefited from that and they also shared a vocabulary. So the architecture and furniture and industrial design, it could talk to itself. So I've always wanted to get the vocabulary of the architecture at the level where it can talk to a contemporary automobile or contemporary furniture or contemporary fashion. I mean, it's why I like hanging out with Tokujin, because he brings that stuff to the level of fashion, as well. Today I think it's primarily materials and processes, as well as some formal affinity that lets all these things talk to each other. And I think these manufacturers are very focused on that. So they're really looking at these industries and trying to find ways to work with them. The other thing is that in Southern California, there's a lot of this confluence of military, aerospace, Hollywood, all this stuff. So the way we found the aerospace titanium manufacturers, is we just looked in the Yellow Pages. [Laughter] It was pretty incredible. You know I said, I want to do super form titanium and we looked and there were three super form titanium companies.

ZR: Is this how you advise designers to go about their research? Looking in the Yellow Pages.

GL: [laughs] No, but I mean, literally, just look around. We use surfboard manufacturers, boat builders, all those kind of cowboy type things out in the West Coast, where they just knock that stuff out.

GB: I'll give you my card.

[Laughter]

GL: Okay, George. 

ZR: But Greg, you're working with industries that are working at a very large scale. How do they feel when you come to them with your teapot made out of titanium? Why that material, first of all for a teapot, and what was their response? 

GL: Well, places like this made the teapot possible. 

ZR: This is Greg's teapot for Alessi, the tea and coffee tower, just in case people don't know.

GL: I was given a budget and the assumption was that Italian artisans would make this out of handmade silver. I knew the aerospace people could do it in super form titanium for less. So I'll tend to go to these people with a business plan, with a budget, with a working knowledge of how they make things and usually if you approach these fabricators that way, they're very interested to diversify. Unfortunately now we can't make any coffee pots because of the war. Literally, we call up and we say, we need ten more and they say, “Call us in a couple years because we're not doing orders that small at any price.” So there's a downside to working with these kinds of people, too. But usually with a small batch, they're interested in diversifying and growing into new industries.

ZR: Perhaps before I throw it to George, David and Tokujin, obviously fashion has been, to some point, an influence in your work. Obviously Tokujin, very much in your work for Issey Miyake, and David, your work with Boudicca. Maybe, David, you can talk about, since collaborations with artists have really been of interest to you, how important is working outside your own field and how have these creative practices helped you in terms of thinking differently about materials or processes with new materials?

DAVID ADJAYE: I very much believe in collaborative strategies. I call them co-authoring strategies, where you very much bring like-minded expertise to really discover something that both of you don't know. For me, it's an essential part of the creative process. The fashion relationship is not really about the difference between fashion and architecture, but rather I actually see architecture very much as a kind of textile strategy, something that is quite close to the body and also something which has structure, essentially which makes different degrees of densities. So I like to collaborate with people that also think of fashion beyond just these ideas about clothing in a way. Boudicca were very interesting. We ended up making a dress which was an environment out of sustainable spruce timber. So the idea of really looking at clothing, moving past, this is a conceptual idea, the idea of fabric, to be a very close environment which walks with you, is with you.

ZR: Tokujin, talking about construction and materials, you're very much influenced by the fashion industry. Pleating and all, that has really been something that's informed your progression to date. Perhaps you could tell us a little bit about how this has influenced your process.

TY: I think of myself as a product designer. I think I know as much about fabrics, as well. When I was working with Mr. Issey Miyake, I had the opportunity to feel every single fabric possible with my hand and therefore I had that knowledge. By feeling it, I was able to come up with the idea and the product that I have made.

ZR: David, I have a quote but I'm not quite sure where this came from, so I hope you actually said this  and that it is to your thinking, but I think it's very important for this discussion that you say, "It's not so much the materials themselves. It's our ability to perceive them in different ways. Material is about creating transformations." And I wanted you to elaborate on this statement. I think that for all the designers on the panel, they very much use materials for their transformative properties, but what does this really mean for you? How does this stimulate your work?

DA: There are countless materials in the world. There isn't actually a need for making new materials in that sort of specific way unless you have unfortunate things like wars and require high-performative things… which is a little bit depressing. But actually, for me, the idea of material now has just to do with this idea of marrying, in the end, quite simple emotive conditions in the time that we're in, in a very precise way. 

I try very much not to be nostalgic about materials. I try to rigorously place myself. I'm not really interested in projection to the future, and I'm not interested in a relationship to the past. I'm very much interested in saying, “Well if this is the condition now that we're in, then how do I express that emotive scenario?” That of a house, that of working at a desk, with something which allows me to do that without all those other polemics. So that's what I mean. In the architecture and the buildings we do, certainly unusual materials appear and people are either perplexed or surprised or they enjoy it. And it's about trying to bring the appropriate (what I would call appropriate within my sort of ethic structure about design) kind of materiality that illuminates or elucidates the kind of ideological strategy behind the project. So essentially, if the work is about elucidating that, then I want to deploy materials which confirm, reinforce, and actually clarify that. I don't want to just use materials because of their performance or use materials because they're nice or pretty or cute or whatever. So it's a way of trying to find an ethical position within that, and I don't mean in terms of good or bad, but ethics in terms of aesthetics or process.

ZR: Maybe David you can talk about one example I'm very interested in. The Pavilion in front of the Peace Museum in Oslo. Perhaps you can focus on that particular one in terms of what you were just talking about to give us a sense of how you approached working with that particular material for that piece. 

DA: Essentially, we had to work with a building where we couldn't touch the building in any way. It's in a high conservation area in Norway. It's one of the few buildings that wasn't bombed in the war, so it has this high emotional content to the community. I didn't want to do a traditional, what I would call a sort of post-war remodification of the architecture by insetting things in a Scarpa-like way or anything like that. I wanted to try and address a more symbiotic relationship where you bring things closer and closer. The architecture is created by the relationship between the old building and the new building, but they never connect. Or they just apply themselves next to each other. And that was really the first introduction to that. Which is to make this aluminum portal as a way of saying you are “going in” without going through the front door: a gateway, a sign. So there's no signage on the building. This becomes a sign, becomes a way of seeing that you've passed into something new. And we used aluminum because there are amazing aluminum plants in Norway, ironically, but also we wanted to use a product that would naturally patinate. It corrodes, but in a crystalline way. It's raw aluminum, structural aluminum. It's light but incredibly strong. It's a matrix structure which is clad in the sheet material and then perforated with the map of the world. 

The Norway Peace Center is about conflict and peace, so this seemed like it was a great industry in Norway, that #1 wasn't very visible, and #2 it's the material that would allow us to do this. If it was done in steel, it would be incredibly problematic in terms of coatings. If it was done in Corten, since it's a public realm project, we'd have to work on drainage systems. So in a way, aluminum was the natural material which would crystallize and form a white opaque coating, which would self-protect itself and would actually capture the light because it's west facing. It would reflect light more and would not cause us to create massive foundations underneath the pavement, which was really the public [space]. That was outside the space of the museum and we had to negotiate with the city to place this there. And it's sort of worked. There's a lot of concern about doing this kind of thing in the public realm but actually, the community really bonded with this thing. And now the Nobel use it as a kind of figure for themselves when they go to different places. They take this structure because it can be unbolted and transported. It comes back whenever the prize has been given. So when Al Gore received the prize, he would have walked through that into the building, so a very nice ritual occurs from the structure.

ZR: Very nice. 

[Applause]

GB: You can't afford to have a copy made?

[Laughter]

DA: It's an edition of one, I think.

ZR: George, I'm assuming a large part of Material Connexion is forging relationships between designers and different materials. Although David said it was very simple, obviously there are some very complex decisions and processes involved in materials. Perhaps you could comment on how you build those relationships and how you see your role? Perhaps as David was saying, he's not interested so much in driving new innovation and technologies but just finding something that is very appropriate for a particular project.

GB: I must say that there are very few professionals, whether it's in the art field, fashion, architecture, industrial design, who really are totally enamored by the idea of using new technologies or new materials. There are really a lot less than you might think. So architects, of course, have an ego that's based on their talent and what they can do -- the vision, the whole thing, the aesthetics. And materials play one little segment of that total percentage that goes into the success story. 

When Frank Gehry did the titanium building in Spain, he became instantly famous overnight. He was doing interesting things but that really catapulted his fame, and his town of Bilbao, and the Guggenheim. It was really a win-win because of the architecture and the techniques of being able to work with a computer system program. And of course using this unusual layered material, the titanium, which they were able to get at a special price. When you look at a work of a professional, whether it's architecture, a car or furniture, you basically see a mix of a lot of things. Now, few of these professionals have the time to really go after the technology and the research. So I can't blame them for not taking enough time. 

But my advice to the world of professionals is that the future is absolutely a marriage of their profession and a marriage with the science of materials, which we, in this case (not that I want to brag about it) have tried to make it easier for them to understand without having a PhD in science or metallurgy or chemical studies. So we really are a very incredible facilitator, but it takes time to find that one thing that they can hang their hat on. I don't want to mention names or brag about those things but architects find something fantastic through some effort, and I think that we in the industry of design have not yet gotten used to the idea of making an effort. I don't think enough people have the passion yet to really commit to saying, “Wow, what can I do with this?”

ZR: Apart from our panelists, obviously.

GB: Of course. [Laughter] I can see from Japan, Shiro Kuramata happened to be a friend and a wonderful man and was totally inspired by materials. I have his first samples of mosaic terrazzo which now 30, 35 years later have been copied a zillion times. It's popular and it's being sold but Shiro created that. And I have a piece that to me is worth as much as a major work of art -- it's a personal thing that I stick to. Or the use of glass, the thick slabs of beautiful glass he made into objects. Or the use of much simpler things, like anodized aluminum but in pink, not in white, the natural color. So the man had a taste and a style and a way to use these things. I think it's not a great product unless you have a fantastic material inspiration in it. It can be great for a while but what really stays in the end is the total collaboration between material and talent. It will take us another 50 years before people start paying attention, but at least we are catalysts now and we're trying to taunt everybody to say, “Look, maybe I'll go there. Maybe I'll look. Maybe something great will come out of this.” We look at mud houses, we look at all kinds of things that are a little different. Why not mud houses? That's not hi-tech but still… The idea of spending the time and playing with a thing that's going to finally give you something beautiful. Especially with technology today.

ZR: Greg and Tokujin, what interests me, talking about design, is how you work from materials. Obviously they are of utmost importance when you're taking a design to mass production or out in the commercial markets. And I know Tokujin, you worked with the Honey-Pop Chair, which in its limited edition was made of the glassine paper (you made paper lenses), and then obviously you transformed this into the Tokyo-Pop Chair. So perhaps you could talk about some of the considerations you had to make when you were making that transformation. And Greg, on the other hand, I know that there's a very ingenious system to your Ravioli Chair, how you sort of made that and then how you went and took that a few steps further in the very funky Duke & Duchess for Vitra. So Tokujin you might talk first about those two pieces.

TY: The reason why I made Honey-Pop is that I wanted to make a chair that transcends the future. I just thought about what kind of chair will people sit on in the future. That was the idea I came up with. It  was not for mass production, for all sort of sales. It was just very experimental. And one day, Mr. Enrico from Driade came up to me, and he wanted me to make a chair that looked like Honey-Pop but was for basic everyday use. That's the reason why I came up with the Tokyo-Pop Chair. They are two different chairs completely, but of course the Honey-Pop is very important to me, but Tokyo-Pop is very much about the feeling of everyday use, or everyday clothing, such as t-shirts. So that is the concept that I came up with to make the Tokyo-Pop Chair.

ZR: Greg, would you like to talk about the Ravioli?

GL: Yeah. It's a word I don't like but I don't have a better term, but I do think it's important to have an intuition about materials. And I don't mean that I roll around in materials or that it's a mythical thing. [Laughter] With the Ravioli chair, the very first conversations with Rolf Fehlbaum were about wanting to do a bucket top (which had been done before), but also the equivalent of a bucket bottom that would do the work with the legs. And we talked about how to do the leg, how to do the base as a bucket, and the pros and cons of different materials. Like metal, it would be squeaky and noisy and too light, we'd have to add weight. Fiberglass had enough weight and we could paint it. So things like that guided the materials. And then on the top surface, we literally just looked at all the different upholstery methods and we were looking at the ways they were upholstering things, and I saw these 3D knitting machines. And we all said, “Oh well let's try a 3D knitting machine to do a landscape rather than just a sock.” 

So I think in all the interesting cases of materials that I'm involved with, there's always a desire, like with translucent fiberglass that we can light and make it glow or a sanitary surface we can mold. Whatever it would be, there's a desire. And then you go to the people who know it and say, “Look, we want to do the following things. What are the tolerances and capacities?” Then we can start to design to the material. But it's a very complex dance. 

Like George was saying, there's a lot of R & D that's goes into it, and there's a lot of intuition at the beginning that you need to know what you want to get out of the material and then push it in a new direction. So with the Raviolis, it was really the technology of the materials that was satisfying a desire we had, and then we had to bring the two things together. But you can't really ever start with a material with no desire and you also can't just have whimsical ideas and look for a new material. It's gotta be the two things at once. 

GB: Right. You really need to have the adeptness to look, research, find or get help from someone who does know. Ahem. But on the other hand, there has to be a practical aspect of the implementation of that. Because I know many times, many architects or designers have a dream, and they want this absolute point of arrival, and it never happens because it's just too much effort to really get there, or maybe the technology isn't there yet. But there's plenty of technology out there that nobody has really discovered. 

Take Corian, our co-sponsors today, the Dupont people who have invented Corian. It's almost 40 years now and finally people hear about it, and yet there's constantly innovation, new ideas, inspiration. And then there's a level of commercialism that has to come into play for the company. As far as the designers go, there's plenty to do with a product like Corian. These are things that are obviously not talked about, which is fine. Nobody's looking for glory. But I think it's important for the practitioners to take the initiative to look and see what they can do. Like Hussein Chalayan, your colleague in London, who does incredible efforts in using new materials and processes. The man is amazing. I haven't met him yet, but certainly he's my hero on that level. That man is not very rich, obviously, until some day he comes up with something. Some of these people don't know how to commercialize themselves, either. So that's one thing against the idea of development and technology, but I think there's a good synthesis of marketing this: people's talents and bringing in the material developers and to really get some terrific product at the end. Just the architecture by itself has a certain amount of command, but with the new things happening in the development era, it's a must to have that catalytic agent to come in and give a hand to the final product or the final architecture.

GL: We are doing these bathrooms with Corian that are pretty amazing. What I love about some of these plastics and why I feel a lot of kinship with Tokujin about the plastics, is they don't really want to be anything. Like in that Louis Kahn sense of a brick wanting to be an arch. You can really do amazing things with these materials and take them out of one world and put them into a totally other world. And companies like Dupont are very keen to do that. So I think that we're going to see more and more of that. It's much more interesting to take a material that's been around for 40 years and realize that you can thermoform it in interesting ways than it is to make a funny shape and say, “Well what can we make this funny shape out of? Is there some new material out there?” It's more interesting to start with these materials that exist and are very commercialized.

GB: I got to know you really because of a material involvement you had with your Carbon Tower, your 40-story building. Maybe I shouldn't talk about it. But that's really what made me think, “Wow, this guy's a genius. He's going to build a whole building out of carbon.” I'm not sure it's doable yet, but at least you thought about it. And I think that, to me, gives me an energy to think that there are people like you who will make things happen. Maybe it's a little premature but that was an incredible idea. You don't have to say if it's doable yet... [Laughter] ... but my congratulations, nevertheless.

ZR: Maybe I'll interject at that point. A couple more questions – because I do want to allow time for questions from the audience. Obviously a topic that is under much consideration and of great importance is sustainable design and environmental concerns. They must be a challenge as much as anything else, but how do these considerations drive design decisions? David and I were talking, for example, about the Museum of Contemporary Art in Denver, which is awaiting to hear if it's going to be the first museum to get a gold LEED certification. And as a side note, I love the fact that if you cycle or take public transportation to the museum, you get a discounted entrance ticket. I'll perhaps have to introduce that at the Art Institute. But David, how important was it to think about material choices in trying to achieve that status for this building?

DA: What's great about LEED is that it's a nationally set up structure, which is a database. Traditionally as designers maybe, we tend to always think that the idea of sustainability is just about the way in which we make the product. The LEED performance criteria is about everything from the way you think about the project, how you set it up, how you manage the waste that you get rid of from there, how your staff work, how the building gets used, how the public uses the building… So it's a kind of whole lifecycle, and I think that sustainability as lifecycle is much more interesting. It gets it away from being gimmicky. It becomes much more about how we transform our lives in a meaningful way. 

And that's been really important with the museum. In a sense, the materials that were brought to bear were helping performance issues, like getting rid of solar glare, specifically in certain situations, without bringing blinds, making insulating materials. We use polypropylene very much to diffuse light because you can get this material in 30-foot sheets, 10-foot wide, incredible new material. So you can use it to diffuse light and use them in solar chimneys to get rid of heat up in the building. So it actually allowed new materials to enter the project without them being sensational. They just were the materials that were allowing certain criteria to naturally do their job well, which wouldn't be in other things. And I found that really exciting that sustainability – good or bad in the discourse of what it does in terms of the designers – what it does in terms of material for me is that it makes it a kind of an egalitarian strategy. There is no high-brow better, low-brow worse. 

Actually, mud suddenly becomes interesting again because mud's a really incredibly sustainable material. I'm working in Siwa, in Egypt, and actually it's the dumbest idea to make concrete blocks in concrete which was the way you built things. And actually, everybody looked at the old mud houses and thought they were old-fashioned or backwards. We had this evolutionary idea. But the mud is the most sustainable and it doesn't rain in Siwa. There's a huge craft tradition so you sustain it economically and it's the most  thermally stable material. So we're building these projects, working with these craftsman who are teaching us about mud again. 

I love the egalitarian thing that happens with sustainability. It forces you to look at what material can do rather than putting it into sets of categories of what you think materials are about. With Modernism, in a way, this happened. Marble, boom, very good. Chipboard, bad, cheap. But actually you can get rid of those associations not just from aesthetics but also because of performance. For me, anyway. I might be doing it in my own head, but I like the way in which you can level material and talk about it in a new way.

GB: Transformation is another one of these opportunities. Not everything that I'm talking about has to be super hi-tech. It can be a transformation of something existing that's inexpensive, wonderful, cheap.

DA: I thrive on that. I find that extremely interesting.


GB: Yeah, it's a real treat to find these kinds of things. There's so much added-on value that can be brought about in these materials, whether we have plywood that's silk-screened or cut through lasers, things that are just a process but that make it so much more sophisticated. 

GL: But also, I think everybody has said and everybody's indicating, and I think that we would all agree, that there's, not an honesty of materials. But by starting with first principles with a material, you get a solution that's more elegant, that's more efficient, that has more integrity. And I think to begin a discussion of sustainability you really want to begin the discussion with first principle thinking. So instead of saying, “I'm interested in materials because I like to put a veneer over something” or adding levels of materials or process to a problem. I think stripping it all down and starting with the mud brick, whatever it might be, glass. And say “What are the principles of the materials, and how do I do this thing elegantly and efficiently?” I just think that kind of a creative process guarantees a level of sustainability you don't get just by specifying bamboo or something. I agree about the egalitarianism of LEED certification, but it also leads to people just checking boxes and adding a bunch of junk rather than really starting with first principles, which is, I think, what we all stand for.

ZR: Very much so. One more question for Tokujin. Talking about first principles and very elegant methods of making, I love the fact in your work that you do use materials for both surface properties and their structural properties, if you think of Honey-Pop for, example. I wonder if you would comment on how you are using materials in very unexpected ways, under new circumstances. Paper, for example, by the fact of the honeycomb, gives it this structural property, how are you thinking about that when you first start a project?

TY: The image I had for creating the Honey-Pop was something small that could pop out big. So that was the image I wanted to create for the Honey-Pop. It was as simple as that. It seems that I'm using such a high technology with such rare materials, but that was not the case. Actually, I'm just using a very traditional technology in Japan, and using a material that existed before, to create something very structurally and functionally interesting. Even the Chair That Disappears in the Rain, for which I'm using the special glass, was a technology which has existed for a very long time in Japan. I have ideas about materials for the future. I think the materials for the future are going to be approaching closer to the natural side. Because at this moment, with this technology, we cannot create anything like ants. I think human beings have not been showing respect to nature, but we have to pay more respect to nature and get closer to nature itself. 

ZR: Perhaps we can invite you to provide questions for the panelists if you have any. Does anybody have a burning issue to take up with one of these....

GB: Talented people.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: My question is directed in particular to David and the piece he presented at Design Miami and the inspiration behind that. I know it doesn't relate directly to what you're discussing but if it's okay to address that now, I'd be very happy.

ZR: It was on my list of things and it does very well relate to what we're talking about. David has a couple of pieces, if you haven't seen it, in Design Miami, and actually we were talking earlier about your interest in the natural and the synthetic, stemming from Tokujin's point. So probably you'll bring that up when you're talking about these pieces.

DA: Two things with that work. It came out of a position which I want to explore, which is a space which is not about industry-led manufacturing anymore. I'm very much interested in another strategy, one which is about a craft-led strategy. Not craft in its old sense, but the idea of what a hand can do now, and what techniques and what materials you can use. In a way, the work just explores unit systems, not like <Polani?> – Polani does it with industrial processes. I want to talk about how you make components which <contesellate?> and form configurations and do things. And that came about from my visiting places in the Middle East, ruins, and really sophisticated ruins, really. And seeing how when architecture is destroyed, it becomes fragments. These fragments talk about certain kinds of scale and certain types of relationships to the body again, which are different to the original structure. So in the work I wanted to talk about how you can now talk about geometry. It's really messing with Euclidian geometry, from the circle to the square, from the oval to the round. And it's really a kind of research into those geometries. They are all hand-made, cutting and tooling them, to work with these geometries and to show them now which is something that wouldn't have been done before. So try to reestablish the craft in a new way, the craft of carving. So they look like these machine-made pieces but they're actually about the ability of a skilled person. So that's what they've been about. They were done that way as a way of establishing a prototyping process which is not about the industry. Then conversely, after working with these craftsmen, now I want to work with a manufacturer about making them out of aerated foam, really light-weight foam. So these have been very heavy pieces and now we're looking at actually flipping the whole thing. It's a kind of exploration, if that makes any sense. 

ZR: Are there any other questions? My goodness, they obviously did a very good job.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I'm afraid this is also a question for David but it has to do with the relationship between color and material in your architecture and how when you use paint or stain in relationship to brick or wood, this radically changes their appearance and yet they still maintain some kind of material presence. I was wondering if you could talk a little bit about that.

DA: I'm deeply fascinated by the perception of color. I'm interested in color both in its traditional sense and in it's ability to transform the perception of the material directly by applying something to it and moving into a different emotional state and not being able to recognize the material. I'm interested in that, but I'm also very much interested in talking about paint as a lining now – no longer as an illusionary making system but as a phenomenon in itself. So when I'm working with paint, I'm very interested in how that and the material or the container sit together. So I like to apply paint or stains. I'm very interested in stains because they have a luminosity to them, and they're neither one thing or the other. They oscillate somewhere between the two. I've tried to talk about the thing behind it and the thing that is doing the psychological effect really. I explore that a lot in the work, from outside skins to inside skins. And actually when it's outside skins, the only way to do it now, we researched, is to use resins, so we use resins and pigments as coating systems. I like to use that mostly for buildings like in Dirty House, which is the black house. It's really to talk about archaeology in the city. I'm interested in freezing old buildings and adding to them in a very additive, almost layered, geological way, rather than reconfiguring them, as in making them new or making them perform better. So in the Dirty House, the cracks are still frozen, stitched behind, sealed and then a new brickwork is explored as it is. So the history of the city is never removed. It's not about removal or adding. It's just to layer. To try a strategy of layering. And the color sometimes helps finishes that for me, sets it up. 

ZR: I think light is very important in your work, too. I'm very interested in how you bring in natural light but also artificial light. It tends to then take on almost a material quality in a lot of your work.

DA: Well I think that with all the sights of the 20th century. Now that we're in the 21st century, I think light is a material. If you look at Olafur Eliasson, or James Turrell or Flavin, they talk about light as physical, its wave form. We can't hold it like this, but it's here. I like that way of forcing design to not just look at light as effect but light as a physical material that you articulate and work. 

In Denver, there's no color. Denver is one mile above sea level, so it has amazing light. It has light that's practically physical, it feels viscous-y. It's so bright. It's like you're in the mountains but it's a valley. So the whole project was generated about how you can drop light through – reflect it, refract it – to see geometry, to perceive perspective, to illuminate walls.

ZR: As obviously with Tokujin's project, light is very important. How do you see light as giving projects these material qualities? With the tornado, they almost reinforce the effervescent quality, the way that air flows through the projects to give them a substantial quality, not just something that's going to float away, even though there is this heavenly, blissful experience of being there. 

TY: When I first walked into the place, just thinking about it in my installation, I saw the enormous amount of light shining in from the window. I had such a strong image of the light that I wanted to create something which I could only do at this place. So I created the tornado image with the straw, which looks flowing and reflects a little light, as well.

ZR: I've been informed we have time for one more question, if there is one more. There is. Hooray. One more at the back.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I have a question for David. How do you market yourself? Do you market yourself as a green architect, or do you market yourself as an innovator? 

DA: I don't market myself. [Laughter] I just work. I'm an architect. I'm a maker. I don't really care about all that sort of stuff.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Do you think you'll go to manufacturing later? You say you deal with materials, would you want to go into manufacturing? 

DA: I'm interested in anything that helps my creative process towards illuminating certain ideas about the human condition, and if it's a product that helps me to do that, then I will go that way. So for me, it's not like, I'm interested in products, I want to do products. I think if something is interesting about a process or a thing that helps me think in another way, I will move towards it.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Do you think it's more like Karim Rashid? A strategy into manufacturing and interior design, combining the two.

DA: For me, I strongly contest categorization, and I have to as a designer. I don't want to be put in a box. It's like death. So I'm interested in permanently collaborating, permanently discovering new ways. Because I need to feel free in my creative thinking, and I certainly don't want to be closed down. So every time you ask me, I'm going to wiggle my self around it because I don't want to answer that question is what I'm saying to you.

AUDIENCE MEMBER: So I take it you're an innovator. You don't want to categorize yourself.

DA: I will continually deny everything you say. Everything.

[Laughter]

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Well that's good, then. Thank you.

DA: Thank you.

ZR: On that note, I want to thank very much the panelists today for coming and for their very thought-provoking responses, and I think they definitely deserve a round of applause. And obviously thank you all for coming out on this last panel discussion.

SN: We just wanted to thank Zoe again for moderating. And to let you know that we're doing a book signing of Ultra Materials: How New Materials Are Changing the World, which is Material Connexion's new book. Corian is a fantastic sponsor of that book signing and of this Talk so we are grateful to them for supporting us. Thank you. 
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