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Formafantasma has brought a new horizon to design by expressing experimental materials research in unique installations. 
What is it that the creations by this design team of Andrea Trimarchi (right, page 13) and Simone Farresin are conveying to us? 

Is it the relationship between craft and industry, or process and form, or sustainability? Here is an attempt to explore 
the possibilities of a project that emerge from the melting pot of various materials. 
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Charcoal (2012) 
Formafantasma conducted research into the charcoal-making tradition that has declined ow· 
mg to environmental Issues involving deforestation and CO: emissions and because of the 
popularity of natural gas. While charcoal now has a negative Image in Europe today, Forma­
fantasma took notice of regions like )a pan that enjoy its benefits such as its cleansing property, 
and made products Including a carbon filter with a woman charcoal artisan m Switzerland. 
They also made a water pitcher, The client was Vitra Design Museum. 
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STILL (2014) 

A protect along the lines of Charcoal. Only 2.5% of the wa­
ter that occupies 70% of the earth's surface IS fresh, and less 
than 0.3% of it can be obtained from nvers, lakes, and the 
atmosphere. Takmg up th1s rare material as the theme, For­
mafantasma made a water pitcher, and glass w 1th artisans at 
the crystal glass studio).& L. Lobmeyr in Vienna. They also 
added copper cups and a ladle that demonstrate a punf1ca· 
t1on effect. By adorning the pitcher w1th a pattern dep1ctmg 
bacteria seen through a microscope, and making 11 into an 
extremely delicate object, they stimulate within us a certain 
sen sibility towards the dally act of dnnking water. 
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BOTANICA (2011) 
ThiS project not only explored matenals that came before petroleum-based plast1c, it also looked into plast1c matenals before Bakel1te and exammed the1r appl1· 
catiOns By m1xing vanous resm materia ls denved from anima ls and plants, they produced a collect1on mcluding a f lower vase and bowls. The client was the PI art 
Foundation m Ita ly 
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Reality Tank (2014) 
An mterdiSCiplmary research project exploring the potentia l of two materia ls w ith the highest pract1cal application from those 
appl1ed at Botan1ca, w1th cooperat1on of the Dutch Po lymer lnst1tute and a univerSity organizatiOn. Shellac (derived from insect 
secret1ons) was formed w1th a customiZed 3D printer. They molded Bo1s·Duro (denved from am mal blood and sawdust) with a 
press, and also took up the challenge of acqUirmg a new compositiOn that 15 totally derived from plants. The client was Droog. 
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AXIS Magazine has introduced your activity several times 
so far, but could you once again tell us about your work? 

Simone Farresin : From the time we started our 
activity to this day, we have been creating works 
while conducting experiments mainly on mate­
rials on consignment from museums and design 
galleries. They are attempts to research materi­
als from historical viewpoints and convert those 
processes into installations. Since design is gen­
erally considered as work for building the future, 
it has refused to look into the past, but we, on 
the contrary, wanted to explore what kind of fu­
ture can be built by tracing things back to tradi­
tion as well as primitive materials and tech nol­
ogy before industrialization . That is why we've 
been careful not to process materials excessive­
ly, and to bring out the most of their intrinsic ex­
press iveness 

The material of one of your early installations Autarchy 
(201 0) was flour. It involved milling flour from wheat, 
and then mainly using that material to make pottery, 
bread, and produce brooms using the straw. It was a 
striking exhibition that put Into relief the process of 
making things employing simple technology. 

Simone: We always endeavor to return to the ori­
gin of each material. What is the essence of the 
material? Where is its cultural root? How has the 
material been expressed in the past? Our work is 
to discover those things. 

Our impression is that you visualized for us the process 
of how a material changes, or how a substance that has 
no meaning 'as is' changes into a material with value, 
like an alchemic narrative. It's a powerful message in 
this age when buying a completed product and con­
suming it is taken for granted. 

Andrea: Despite the fact we live in a world over­
flow ing with products, we don't really know 
their roots. For example, what materials and 
technology are used, where they are made and 
who is making them . Providing such information 
has been encouraged thanks to the spread of the 
slow food movement in the culinary world for 
many years. The world of food is more advanced 
than design. 

Nevertheless, in terms of making things, it 
seems more and more people want to produce 
things by themselves, even if it's on a small scale, 
like a bakery. This is because the preceding gen­
eration almost entirely drifted into service and 
tertiary industries. We're also accepting sustain­
ability and social issues as premises for making 
things . I feel regeneration is taking place in the 
design wor ld as well. 

To change the subject a bit, your team name has a little 
twist to it . Does it mean forms are phantasms? If so, 
where does "form" come from? 

Andrea: Since a form can change depending 
on the process, it may be possible to say a form 
is nonexistent, and can be called a phantasm 
(laughs). 

Simon e: We place more importance on materi­
als research and concept work than design ing 
forms. It may be described as work that nar­
rates a story that can be called an "industrial 

tale." A form is developed in the process. When 
we have to give it design, we always contain it 
into a primitive archetype. Although we know 
the starting point of research, we can't predict 
where it will land. 

It sounds like a very interesting approach, but the work 
of Formafantasma that doesn't put down forms and 
functions on paper isn't "design" in the conventional 
sense, Is it? 

Andrea & Simone: I guess you're right, but 
we've recently started doing that kind of "de­
sign" as well. 

In the case of crafts, decisions in the pro­
cess of making things are made step-by-step 
on a human basis, and the form appears as the 
result. On the other hand, with production of 
industrial products, the form is determined in 
advance and the process is preprogrammed. 
This is a crucial difference in thinking about de­
sign. Having said this, with cases like Lobmeyr's 
crystal collection released last year, for example, 
design rendered on paper becomes necessary 
although it's craft, since the production is done 
not by us but artisans. 

Will the design of industrial products become your main 

activity in the days ahead? 

Andrea & Simone: Perhaps the position that suits 
us most is to provide consultation based on ma­
terials research rather than designing industrial 
products. We will no doubt continue doing re­
search projects as usual. What's indispensable in 
both cases is process and context. 

Was Design Academy Eindhoven the environment that 
nurtured Formafantasma's unique approach? 

Simone: Yes, the environment at Eindhoven was 
crucial. If I had received on ly an Italian designed­
ucation, I don't think I would be doing this work. 

Who tutored you in the Netherlands? 

Simone: The first one was Gijs Bakker who in­
troduced Dutch design through the method of 
Droog for the first time to the world. His pres­
ence and achievements had a decisive impact 
on me. As a designer, I also like the work of Hella 
jongerius very much. 

Other than Dutch designers, I was personally 
influenced by Carlo Mollino and Enzo Mari. I'm 
also extremely fond of the furniture by George 
Nakashima. Although he's not a designer, I also 
like Nikola Tesla who experimented with elec­
tricity as if being possessed. 

Andrea: There's something I realized when I saw 
the exhibition Italian Design Beyond t he Crisis 
at the Triennale Design Museum. Everybody 
believes Formafantasma's way -of-thinking is 
Dutch, and we actually thought so too, but in fact 
we realized its roots lay completely in the Italian 
tradition . For example, the intimate dialogs be­
tween Italian designers and artisans in the 1950s 
to '70s, and their passion for discovering new 
materials and conducting experimental projects 
one after another. We were moved by the exhibi­
tion and realized that our roots were right therer 

This is a rather personal question, but is it economically 
viable to be involved in experimental design as you are? 

Simone: Yes, we get by. We aren't loaded though 
(laughs). Many of our works belong to the con­
text of so-to-speak "design art." That term is atro­
cious, but the significance of providing a venue 
for experimental projects to survive is immense. 
Even so, the strata of clients who are interest­
ed in it as an extension of high-end furniture is 
greater than art collectors. What's a little unfor­
tunate is that they strongly demand functional­
ity, and are not so interested in the work's intel­

lectual concept. 

Should it belong to the art market? 

Andrea : Not really. We'd like our clients to read 
the concept within the context of design all the 
way. Although there are limits, such as the fact 
art and design are divided as different genres, 
the story has just begun. This year too we have 
a lot of things planned, such as a project with a 
gallery in Rome, and a workshop at ECAL. Plea?e 
look forward to them . (Interview and text by 
Kaoru Tashiro) ~~ 

Formafantasma is a design team comprising Andrea Tri­
marchi and Simone Farresin, both born in Italy in 1983 and 
1980 respectively. After completing the IM Master Course 
at Design Academy Eindhoven in the Netherlands, they es­
tablished a studio in 2009. They researched materials that 
haven't attracted attention in the mass-production age, 
unveiled unique installations based on craftwork, and re­
ceived accolades for their unique messages and aesthetics. 
Their works commissioned by clients including Gallery Lib­
by Sellers, Fendi, and Droog have been included in perma­
nent collections of design museums throughout the world 
including the Victoria and Albert Museum. In addition to 
teaching a course on "Well Being" at Design Academy Eind­
hoven, they hold workshops in various countries. They are 
currently active from their base setup in Amsterdam. 

http://www.formafantasma.com 

This article was written in cooperation with the Embassy of th e 
Kingdom of Netherlands in Japan and Cibone 

Cover interview 

Formafantasma 

AXIS I 017 


