RE-EVALUATING ~fHE RELEVANCE OF CRAFT,
AMSTERDAM-BASED ITALIAN DESIGN DUO FORMAFANTASMA
HAS BEEl\f THE TRAILBLAZER
FOR A NEW GENERATION OF INDEPENDENT DESIO ERS

This page, the porcelain
Acquedotto vessels
in the Delta project (2016)
are an homage
to the history of ancient
Rome, developed
in collaboration with the Roman
design gallery
Giustini I Stagetti. Opposite
page, designers Simone
Farresin and Andrea Trimarchi
(formafantasma.com).

made of different materials as well as
the original documentation belumging
to the pioneers of sound sculptures of
the 1950s. One area of great interest for
Jean-Philippe Mercier is Italian radical
architecture, which led him, first as a
collector and then as a gallery owner, to
discover and explore some of its leading exponents: Gianni Pettena, Ugo
La Pietra and Ugo Marano. To them
Mercier dedicated three major exhibitions, presenting posters, photographs,
documents and original designs, as well
as objects, scale models and furniture
of the 1970s that he managed to track
down in private collections and that
were, in some cases, subsequently requested by leading French museums for
their permanent collections.
In line with the gallery's spirit, each exhibition is never just a display of works:
every time, Mercier rethinks the space
and invites the artist to create unique
and new installations. The exhibitions
dedicated to the decorative arts (another
important field of interest of the gallery),
such as the one dedicated to the artist
Guidette Carbonell (1910-2008)- with
a display of her colourful tapestries and
ceramics - or the recent collective exhibition featuring a selection of works in
stoneware of the 1960s and 70s, are also
an opportunity to transform the space,
making it return to its former function
as workshop, thus ensuring that the
works interact with the environment as
though they had actually been created
right there. The sophisticated exhibition
catalogues, with photographs of each
display and installation, are evidence of
the research process undertaken by an
architect who investigates and embraces the artistic experiences he loves, and
offers them to the public in a "radical"
way, in order to enhance their value in
terms of design and know-how.

From the top: for the exhibition dedicated to Ugo La Pietra (2012) a temporary installation was set up
in the entrance passage; the office area hosts an archive of periodicals, projects, books and models of 20th century
architecture and design; an exhibition by Claude Viseux (2016).

Pioneering approaches

5imo e Farresin and Andrea Trimarchio were drawn
to the etherlands attracted by the Dutch avant-garde
of Droog Design. They both graduated at the Eindhoven Design Academy, where their approach to craft
captured media interest in the course of just a few years.
The design duo, who has settled down in Amsterdam,
collaborates with brands, museums and cultural instituions and has been honoured numerous awards. Their
example has also been a trailblazer for a new generation
of independent designers. Formafantasma's approach can
be defililed as a linguistic redefinition of craftsmanship,
which they pursue while maintaining a critical perspective on territorial, social and manufacturing contexts.

QUESTION: Critics consider you to be among the designers who have best reevaluate craftsmanship. How is
this reflected in the work you carry out in your studio?
ANSWER: Even companies that are not directly involved
in craftsmanship talk about it nowadays, which gives us
an idea of how this topic has become a marketing tool
and, as a consequence, an instrument in the fetishisation
of hand-made objects. Until relatively recently, hand
crafting was just a way for us to experiment with materials, enabling us to better understand production processes in preparation of producing something ourselves.
We were not approaching craftsmanship with an "independent production" in mind; craft was more of an instrument that allowed us to experiment towards the end
purpose of the project. The studio then began to receive
specific proposals also from companies that were based
on hand-made production. In these cases, the collaboration extends to craftspeople themselves, with whom we
interact and, depending on the project, we follow as far
as possible in the production process.
Q. What do you think of artisanal production, as a whole?
A. As designers, what we appreciate is the fact that in the
workshop the designer does not operate as an intermediary, but rather participates in the entire process, which is
different to what happens in industrial production. This
means that during the whole procedure there is a "work
in progress" approach, leaving always room for "improvisation" because we are not following a predetermined
plan. It is fundamental for us to be able to operate within
this frame, so that we are constantly stimulated from the
original idea right up to the finished product.
Q. What you are saying is that "the process counts more
that the product." Do you follow a specific method?
A. We normally begin with a paper model: even if the design
of an object is important, we prefer to start by studying the
context we intend to explore, dismantling some cliches associated with the traditional methods used in some sectors
or types of products. In this phase, we develop a range of
solutions that are related to the materials we intend to use
and the way in which they are worked and decorated. The
advantage of overseeing the whole process, adjusting and
modifying the course of action right to the end, may be
frustrating at first but eventually proves to be very gratifying,
because it gives us the measure of our evolution.
Q. Can you give us an example?

Left, detail of the Botanica I
vase in copal resin,
natural shellac and wood
fibres. Opposite page,
Magnifier brass ceiling lamp,
also in the Delta
project (left) and Small
Pillar table in basalt
and brass, from the De Natura
Fossilium collection,
commissioned by Gallery
Libby Sellers

Pioneering approaches

and galleries we are not just designing objects . As designers, we are not even interested in what our colleagues
often refer to as the "emotion'' of form. We believe that in
this moment in time it is extremely difficult to consider
oneself purely as a product designer. Perhaps it's because
our generation, which was born in the 1980s, has seen
the worst of a certain industrial production. This is where
our personal scepticism towards the means of industrial
design comes from. But we can't say that this will go on
forever; in fact, we are currently developing a project in
which we are working in a context that is much more tied
to the world of industrial production.
a. What do you think of the situation in Italy?
A. If we compare it to what we see in Europe, craft in Italy
continues to face less dogmas and prejudices. Decorations,
for example, are accepted without any difficulty. Moreover, Italian craftsmanship can rely on a solid relationship
with the culture of design, which has consolidated roots
in the territory. Above all, artisanal production in Italy is
closely connected with small enterprises, with which it
has created stable productive partnerships.

A. When the Plart foundation ofN aples commissioned us
the Botanica project, we were asked to work with plastic.
So we conducted a historical research into pre-industrial
plastics, discovering unusual materials that presented a
number of technical problems and also proved problematic in terms of their appearance. In that case - and this is
quite normal for us- we just let the project develop on its
own, while we kept our attention focused on understanding the aesthetic nature of the materials we were using.
a. "Moulding Tradition" , your first project, was an unprecedented and strong reinterpretation of Sicilian craftsmanship .. .
A. The project was our master's thesis. We wanted to
highlight how craft can be charged with negative components when it lapses into folklore, and then suggest
an alternative narrative. It is still quite common in Italy
to see craftsmanship as a mere instrument to emphasise
local culture, thus engendering nationalism and, above all,
hindering the development of something new. We were
questioning the role of traditional crafts in the grotesque
repetition of the past: copying, rather than producing
experimentation and innovation.
a. Some ofyour projects, whether for installations (Autarchy) or aimed at research applied to materials (De Natura
Fossilium), reveal a "programmatic" intent, and their purpose
is more cultural and artistic than project-oriented ...
A. Undoubtedly, when we make collections for museums
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