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The notion of ‘rethinking’ has taken on a more urgent role over the past year or so. Designers and 
architects are reflecting more openly on the subject and engaging in more critical discussions around what 
needs to change in the way our built environment is being designed, how we consume products and how 
these decisions impact the way we live – and, equally, their effects on the environment. 

This month’s ‘Land Issue’ sheds light on some of these conversations, be it with regional or international 
practitioners. Many of these concerns are global and, considering various contexts, universal. Here, the 
idea of land expands from its literal translation of its physicality to a wider, sometimes metaphorical 
allusion to the way it relates to communities and other species that inhabit it. 

In our interview with Simone Farresin, one of the founders of Netherlands-based design studio 
Formafantasma, we discuss the reconciliation between contemporary radical design movements and 
industry, and the ways in which design can shift its stance to holistically contribute to positive change 
within the discipline and of the environment. Farresin remains positive about this possibility, especially 
in handing the baton over to younger architects and designers, whom he says express a passionate (and 
possibly somewhat idealistic) demand for more meaningful contributions from the design discipline. 

“It is a very interesting moment for design because I would say that, even for designers who are already 
in the discipline, we are almost not ready for this level of complexity and engagement. So, there will be a 
lot of mistakes and a lot of naïveté for some years – but it doesn’t really matter because the discipline will 
develop according to these needs,” he told me during our Zoom interview. 

In other areas of the magazine, we look at the notion of ‘repair’ – a tradition that has become lost but, 
interestingly enough, one that was raised across several conversations while putting together this issue: 
from Hans Tan’s ‘R for Repair’ exhibition in Singapore to my conversation with Farresin, who positioned 
repairability as a sustainable approach that businesses across a variety of industries can employ. It also 
came up in discussion with Jordanian-Palestinian designer Abeer Seikaly, who spoke about looking back 
at how ‘mending’ objects can once again be brought to the fore to help us rethink our stance on waste – the 
same call that Tan’s exhibition makes.

“I think if we look at the way our ancestors used to work and live, it was more in tune with this whole 
idea of a circular economy,” Seikaly said. “I think we need to begin understanding this idea of zero waste, 
and building with natural materials that can go back into the earth. We also need to think consciously 
about what we are consuming, and how – and the only way for us to truly start thinking about that is if we 
interact with nature.”

Some of the projects in this issue also place architecture in servitude to its landscape and community, as in 
the case with the Presence in Hormuz project in Iran by ZAV Architects, which graces this month’s cover. 

I hope the conversations and projects in this issue (some of which also respond to using natural 
materials in lifestyle concepts, such as with Bone’s Terra café in Dubai) prove interesting but, more 
importantly, spark discussions around these topics which are critical to the future of the design and 
architectural disciplines. 

Aidan Imanova

Editor
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Green impact

The long-awaited Expo 2020 Dubai has opened the doors 
of its Sustainability Pavilion – Terra – to the public 
as part of its Expo 2020 Pavilion Premiere launch, 
allowing visitors to preview the thematic pavilions for 

the first time since Dubai’s Expo bid was announced. 
Designed by British architecture practice Grimshaw Architects, 

the structure responds to LEED Platinum building standards. 
Much like the ghaf tree that inspired its design – which is found 
in the most arid climates with little water needed for survival – the 
pavilion aims to embrace a self-sustaining ecosystem, generating 
100 per cent of its energy and water supply. 

The pavilion draws inspiration from natural processes such 
as photosynthesis, its dynamic form designed in service to its 
function, capturing energy from sunlight and fresh water from 
humid air. Built as a net-zero structure, it uses water-reduction 
strategies and recycling as well as alternative water sources.

More tha a thousand photovoltaic panels are arranged on 
the building’s 130-metre-wide roof canopy, with ‘Energy Trees’ 
integrated into the surrounding landscape, providing shade to 
the external spaces, and tracking the path of the sun to generate 
as much energy as possible. 

Further energy is being saved by burying much of the occupied 
spaces below ground and providing thick, insulated walls with 
minimal glazing. The orientation of the funnel shape of the 
pavilion canopy creates air flows that naturally ventilate the 
pavilion courtyard. 

From January to April, visitors are encouraged to explore Terra’s 
surrounding public spaces that range from a children’s playground 
and gift shop to various dining offerings. One of its main offerings 
is, of course, the exhibitions themselves, providing a view into 
the natural world while aiming to create awareness around how 
human behaviours impact the environment. 

“An immersive theatre is how I’d describe it,” Andrew Whalley, 
chairman and partner at Grimshaw told identity. “You need to 
immerse people in the landscape and nature, to entertain them and 
catch their imagination, and to draw their attention to the need to 
be more sustainable.”

Terra will remain as part of Expo 2020’s legacy project, later 
transforming into a Science Centre with hopes to inspire future 
generations to make sustainable choices. 

Terra has been open to the public from 22 January, while Alif 
– The Mobility Pavilion and Mission Possible – The Opportunity 
Pavilion will follow later in the first quarter of 2021.

Courtesy of Expo 2020 Dubai
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A new address

A new addition to Dubai’s skyline is now official with 
the opening of the Address Beach Resort, the first-
ever Address beachfront property. Set in the heart of 
The Beach and Jumeirah Beach Residence (JBR), the 

two 77-floor twin towers, connected by an inhabitable skybridge, 
haved been designed by Dubai-based Killa Design – the architects 
behind the city’s Museum of the Future. 

The towers’ form is an ellipse in plan, with a void at the centre 
that serves to increase daylight penetration and views towards the 
Palm, JBR beach and the horizon. In essence, the building functions 
as two towers, with separate cores, that are connected at the base 
for the lobby and at the top for the penthouses and sky lofts. 

While the original brief called for two separate towers, the 
architects analysed the fragmented skyline of the neighbouring 
Dubai Marina and Jumeirah Lake Towers and decided on a timeless 
shape to elegantly complete the end of the beachfront. 

The building also includes what is determined to be the highest 
infinity pool in the world. The resort destination additionally 
includes lush landscaping as well as additional pools and pedestrian 
connectivity to the neighbourhood. 

In response to the typical low-rise resort plans, Killa Design 
worked with the landscaping to enhance this experience. For 
example, the landscape podium is designed in a way that appears 
to peel off the building across multiple levels like a nautilus shell, 
fanning out into the beach – and is then broken down into green 
terraces, restaurants and pools that cascade into one another. This 
allows a relaxed resort environment, offering a series of various 
experiences and perspectives.

The twin-tower orientation is also almost perfectly aligned to 
the east-west axis, through which the architects – using principles 
of sustainable design – were able to reduce solar gain on the towers 
by over 50 per cent, by facing the narrowest edges of the building 
towards the low-angle rising and setting sun. 

The hotel offers 217 guest rooms and suites, including one- and 
two-bedroom suites as well as three-bedroom Presidential Suites. 

The mixed-use complex also features the Address Beach 
Residences, including 443 fully-furnished and serviced apartments 
as well as 478 unfurnished residential spaces. 

Dining concepts include the likes of ZETA Seventy Seven 
– set facing the infinity rooftop pools with views over the sea, 
Bluewaters Island and Palm Jumeirah – as well as Li’Brasil, which 
offers a fusion of Brazilian and Lebanese cuisine. The resort also 
features Address’ signature homely concept, The Restaurant, and 
an intimate The Lounge, which is set around the lobby area’s 
distinctive olive trees.

In addition to a 100-metre-long beach strip, the resort also 
features a fitness centre and the award-winning The Spa at Address, 
which is accessible to both hotel guests and residents alike. 

Photography by Alex Jeffries Photography Group
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Ripple effect

Dubai-based architect, designer and 
entrepreneur Riyad Joucka has 
created a 3D-printed chair that is 
manufactured by Spanish design brand 

Nagami, who specialises in 3D printing and robotic 
manufacturing, and has worked with the likes of 
Zaha Hadid Architects and Ross Lovegrove. 

The founder of MEAN (Middle East Architectural 
Network), Joucka created ‘موج — Mawj - 3D Printed 
Chair’ for a private client. ‘موج — Mawj’ translates to 
‘wave’ or ‘ripple’ in Arabic. The chair’s undulating 
patterns and aquamarine green surface are a direct 
reflection of this translation, reminiscent of the 
waters of the Arabian Sea on the shores of Dubai – 
the city in which the chair was conceived.

The chair investigates the possibilities of robotic 
3D printing in designing and producing bespoke 
furniture. The design takes shape based on a 
continuous form, printed on its side with a thickness 
of just 6 mm, using advanced plastic polymers.

 Mawj’ borrows its dimensions from the — موج‘
modern iconic proportions of the Eames Lounge 

Armchair, with a sequence of design iterations 
forming the shape of the chair through the use of 
algorithmic design processes. The chair is created as 
a standalone interior design object, proving to be a 
statement piece and a distinctive piece of furniture. 

“A series of lines moving in space forms the layers 
for 3D printing in one single layer, progressively 
forming sine curves as they wrap around the form. 
On every other layer, the curve inverts to a negative 
value, generating a weaving pattern that makes 
larger rippling undulations on the surface,” Joucka 
says of the process. 

“The pattern aids  the structural stiffness, as well as 
creating a unique aesthetic feature, which naturally 
emerges as the result of the parametric modelling of 
the chair. Following a series of prototypes, careful 
attention to small details in the making of the chair 
develops the outcome. The pattern fades out towards 
the edges and intensifies at the top, avoiding areas 
where the back would rest.  It also continuously 
wraps around the billowing surface, which is doubly 
curved for structural stability,” he adds. 

Designed for comfort, structural stability and 
ergonomics, ‘موج — Mawj’ ventures towards a 
future where minimal material is required to design 
and shape objects into practical, lightweight and 
comfortable pieces of furniture.

Photography by: Luis Filipe
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Urging a social reset in our relationship with broken 
or discarded objects, ‘R for Repair’ – an exhibition 
commissioned by DesignSingapore Council – offers a 
revival of the age-old tradition of repairing rather than 

replacing, with the aim of giving old objects new life. 
According to ‘What a Waste 2.0’, a 2018 report by the World 

Bank,  each person generates around 0.74 kg of waste per day, globally 
translating to more than two billion metric tonnes a year of municipal 
solid waste. ‘R for Repair’ responds to this urgent global waste crisis by 
proposing that the best method of reducing the amount of global waste 
is t not create it in the first place. By repairing objects that are no longer 
in use, we avoid generating waste while also controlling consumption. 

 “I was reflecting on how ‘repair’ is not commonly seen as an aspiring 
activity,” designer Hans Tan tells identity. “You only repair things when 
you cannot afford to replace them, and it is not uncommon for people 
to see repair as lesser compared to buying a new product. When you 
have a hole in your clothing, you do not normally mend it. But we used 
to, not too long ago. 

“Repairing is also typically perceived as demeaning by profession. 
Most of the time, designers aspire to design new products. I thought it 
would be interesting to bring an alternative perspective to repair, while 
‘repairing’ our relationship with it.” 

Tan sent out an open call for the public to submit objects that 
were either broken or have stopped working, but had been kept due 
to their sentimental value. The objects were then narrowed down to 
10 and paired with ten Singaporean designers based on their area of 
expertise;  including Stateproperty, Atelier HOKO, Clement Zheng and 
Lanzavecchia + Wai, among others.

During the exhibition, the repaired objects are anchored by an 
engaging narrative, as well as an image of them in their original state 
in the home of the donor. Conversations between donor and designer 

are also displayed through text together with an explanation about their 
approach to repairing the objects.

The objects themselves range from mundane items such as a broken 
watch or spectacles to more intriguing pieces such as a fused radio 
clock. The designers transformed each object into an item that, 
although not completely new, contains renewed characteristics that 
may help to make it covetable again.

At the core of the exhibition is an attempt to transform the very 
idea of sustainability. “The project was not positioned to look for 
sustainable solutions,” says Tan. “Often, sustainable solutions are 
associated with inconvenience and sacrifice, so they don't result 
in ‘sustainable’ practice. To me, it was more important to look for 
a mindset shift through this project, where the different repair 
approaches from the designers offer a variety of approaches to how 
one might see the concept of repair.

“Think about what else you can do with it. Could it do something else, 
become more meaningful, more beautiful and more identifiable? As one 
invests effort into the repair, an emotional connection is established: 
one that is valued above that which can be bought.” 

Tan further casts the exhibition against the backdrop of Singapore, 
where natural resources are scarce and craft fabrications and practices are 
hard to come by. “The use of waste and found objects has been a common 
thread in my own works,” he confides. “I guess it influenced the way I 
designed the brief for this project.” 

Timo Wong and Priscilla Lui of Studio Juju were tasked with 
repairing a dilapidated antique Singer sewing machine, which now 
works perfectly again, with the addition of a sleek new laminate that 
enables it to double up as a study table.

“Consumers also need to engage in a new kind of behaviour,” the 
designers say. “They need to be conscious to buy, if they can, things that 
last. Or to repair where possible. You just need to be a little creative.”

An exhibition in Singapore shines a timely spotlight on 
global waste using a ‘repair, not replace’ approach

Revival to repair
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Kinetic SG ‘repaired’ a pair of broken spectacles as part of the ‘R for Repair’ exhibition.  

A watch with a broken strap has been converted into a clock by Lanzavecchia + Wai. 

A porcelain tea cup with a broken handle was repaired by Atelier HOKO by smoothing down the sharp edges where the handle used to sit, turning it into a cup.
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Abeer Seikaly 
is on a mission 
to explore and 

reinterpret 
Jordan’s built 
environment 

with a focus on 
empowering its 

communities and 
creating living 

spaces that are in 
symbiosis with 

nature 

How is modernity affecting the way we live and interact with the natural 
world? How can cultural heritage remain relevant within a globalised 
society? How does design influence our social responsibilities? Can 
industry and nature fruitfully coexist? Can we reimagine craft in 

technological processes? Can empathy create new material constructions? 
These are just some of the questions that Jordanian Palestinian designer and 

architect Abeer Seikaly seeks to explore – and often partially concludes before 
winding into new paths of realisations, sparking further questions. Her design 
process is similar to that of a seeker, or an “explorer”, as she describes herself; not 
unlike the nomadic people who have travelled across the lands that she casts her 
investigative net over. Working across architecture, design, fine art and cultural 
production, these disciplines are often interlinked in her work, either physically 
or through research-led projects. 

At the core of her practice is the notion of ‘home’, either as a memory or a 
physical place but also in relation to the various communities and people that 
make a place familiar. Seikaly addresses these notions in various ways, be it 
through design, material systems or cultural production, including the likes 
of Amman Design Week – which she co-founded and co-directed alongside 
Rana Beiruti – an initiative that promotes and fosters a culture of design and 
collaboration in Jordan.  

Weaving a Home, 2020 
- Tent at Al-Namara  

overlooking the Dead Sea 
in Jordan. 17THE LAND ISSUE
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Communally-handcrafted, ‘Meeting Points’ reflects the intersection between materials, technologies and communities as parts of a unified whole.

A quarter-scale prototype of ‘Weaving a Home’.

Photography by Tanya Marar.

Photography by Hussam Da’na
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“For me, context has always been at the forefront of all the work that I do. This means 
responding to the context, reacting to the climate, reacting to the place and its people, and 
understanding what their needs are and what the gaps are,” she says.

“I come from a Palestinian background – my father is Palestinian, my mom is Jordanian, and 
this has always been a huge question for me, this idea of identification with space and place,” she 
adds. “Jordan as a country, where I was born and where I grew up, is built on this foundation 
– so I’ve been searching for this connection with a place, and what I have realised through 
my questioning is that home is really about building a community. Sometimes it’s not about a 
physical place; it’s about who you interact with that makes it a home.”

After receiving her BArch and BFA from the Rhode Island School of Design in 2002, and 
pursuing her architecture career in luxury retail design and mixed-use developments, Seikaly’s 
work took a turn to focus more consciously on the objects and spaces that she was crafting. 
After winning several competitions, including the international Lexus Design Award for 
her performative structural system that explores the social implications of creating homes 
for displaced communities, Seikaly positioned her practice more comfortably in the realm of 
exploration – producing design that aimed to respond to her many questions about the role of 
architecture and the world as a whole. 

Using a process of “thinking through making”, which 
is a common thread across many of her works, Seikaly 
began ‘Weaving a Home’. Beginning in 2013, the objective 
of the project was to build a portable shelter for displaced 
communities that provides them with the necessities of 
contemporary life through the development of a double-
layered performative structural fabric in the form of a 
dome. Today, ‘Weaving a Home’ has taken on a different 
approach, moving away from its initial target group to 
look at its wider possibilities. 

“Since the beginning, I always said that shelter should 
not be imposed on a community; it should be something 
that is designed and built with the community with local 
resources. Bedouin tents have always been a reference but 

what happened through building prototypes and researching is that I came back full 
circle two years ago, when I really started infiltrating and travelling around the country, 
and looking at wool and goat’s hair, and delving deeply into Bedouin tent craftsmanship. 

“My approach today is not to only cater to the refugee community – maybe one day 
I will come back to that – but I think the principle and the objective completely shifted 
in my head, where I started asking different types of questions: not who and what we 
were building for, but how we are designing and building?” Seikaly explains. 

Using local resources and the intuitive hands of a community of craftsmen and 
women, the new material system merges mechanics and design while drawing 
inspiration from traditional tent-crafting methods that have community and 
sustainability at their core. As with all of Seikaly’s projects, the tent aims to synthesise 
and interlace the idea between structure and fabric, so that the fabric becomes the 
structure, and the structure is the fabric. 

Resilient and collapsible, the dome represents a continuity in the evolution 
of place-making that is not linear but rather circular – rooted in the present yet 
nurtured by its past. 

While a central part of this process is working with Bedouin communities – with 
whom Seikaly has established a strong working and personal relationship based 
on trust, empathy and continuity – she is quick to note that it is not her intention 
to capitalise on the narrative of female empowerment or community building; 
terminologies that have become overused, she says, and sometimes even misused in 
order to secure funding. While it is an important part of the work, it is essentially the 
by-product of the overall process. 

“You have to understand that the objective is to come up with a design solution. I’m 
a designer and an architect – I’m not a charity. Sometimes this is misconstrued.” 
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Working with locally abundant goat’s hair, 
which is hand-processed into yarn by Bedouin 
women, is a process that Seikaly has been leading 
with ‘Weaving a Home’, following the realisation 
that these traditional tools could, in fact, be 
developed to combine other materials in order 
to respond to current needs and crises. What is 
equally important here is demonstrating the value 
of this material within a local context, in order to 
utilise available resources to generate income for a 
wider community. 

“We have an abundance of these materials that 
we are not really making use of – and that’s a huge 
problem. The narrative that has been developed and 
that we have grown used to, in Jordan specifically, 
is that ‘Jordan is a resource-poor country’, and this 
is something that I completely disagree with. I think 

Jordan is a resource-rich country but, due to various 
circumstances, this has become embedded in our 
culture and we have become reliant on foreign aid 
and foreign income. Now, what I am trying to do 
is change that perception; and changing perceptions 
means you need to demonstrate that you need to 
take action to show it is possible.”

Seikaly describes her work as part of a global 
direction of thinking that is aligned with the 
climate, the environment and sustainable practices 
in order to rethink the way we are living today. 
This new way of thinking is in tune with concepts 
around locality, local materials, supply chains, 
building and consumption.

“What I am trying to do is trying to call attention 
to these topics through my own culture and my own 
context,” Seikaly concludes. id

Abeer Seikaly has worked with Bedouin women in Jordan across a number of projects. 

Photography by Tanya Marar.
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Abeer Seikaly.

Photography by David Walters
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Netherlands-based Italian architects Andrea Trimarchi and Simone 
Farresin continue to put the design profession on the spot

Formafantasma:

designing the next step

WORDS BY AIDAN IMANOVA
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Andrea Trimarchi and Simone Farresin. Photography by Renee de Groot.
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Attempting to reconcile the often wide-ranging divide 
between research-led practice and commercial 
production – which are both actively present in the 
duo’s work – is Netherlands-based Formafantasma, led 

by Italian designers Andrea Trimarchi and Simone Farresin. While 
often praised for their critical stance towards the design profession 
as a whole and its impacts on issues such as waste production and 
ecology, the same attitude is equally critiqued when confronted by 
the duo’s commercial work. While their often sensitively executed 

designs for lighting brands such as Flos (their latest WireRing is a 
minimally designed lamp inspired by power cables) or tile companies 
like Dzek (ExCinere is a refined collection of volcanic ash-glazed tiles, 
a material the studio has been investigating since 2010), critics state 
that these end products arguably contribute to the same issues that 
are being raised and challenged by the studio. 

While Trimarchi and Farresin accept that this tension indeed 
exists within their practice, they urge that clearer readings into the 
context of these collaborations need to be made in order to not force 

design practitioners into benchmarked boxes. 
“I don’t think it’s useful to pretend, to create a narrative 

of heroic figures to sort out the world,” says Farresin. “The 
world is a mess, and we are a mess, too, in trying to make it 
work in the best way possible. Narratives are often flattened, 
and it is a banality that is really not helping design.” However, 
he quickly adds that, hopefully in the next 10 years, the studio 
will find ways to combine these two segments of the practice 
to possibly take on a more research-based approach towards 
their commercial work and apply that knowledge to its 
experience with clients and brands. 

“We see our position as in constant negotiation 
between our interests, the limitations and possibilities 
of the discipline, and third parties – which are either a 
museum, a gallery or a brand. There are some clients that 
we work with where we deliver what we think is good 
quality work – but work that is commercial and helps 
our practice move forward economically and also helps 
us with our research,” he adds. 

Farresin and Trimarchi met while completing their 
bachelor’s degrees in Italy and later moved to complete their 
Masters in the Design Academy of Eindhoven, working 
together as a team. They set up Formafantasma directly after 
graduating in 2009, choosing to remain in the Netherlands, 
where the designers were challenged against their more 
traditional Italian training in design, connected to furniture, 
to finally begin truly reflecting on their position within the 
discipline. From here, a more ‘radical’ and critical approach 
to design began to form. 

“[We began] focusing on the ecological implications of 
design: [not only] what design can do to improve ecological 
development and lower the impact on the environment; but 
even as force to heal problematic areas both within a society 
and the environment,” Farresin explains. 

Years down the line, Farresin believes that merging 
attitudes of consciousness and social and environmental 
responsibility within industrial production is a possibility, 
and one that can be obtained through various means, 
including applying “old-fashioned but still valuable ideas” 
such as timelessness and relevant innovation. “There are 
lots of designs that have become classics and have stood the 
test of time exactly for this reason: they created innovation 
and good ideas that remained in society and proved to 
be timeless and, as a result, more sustainable. This is one 
approach,” Farresin says. 

Botanica 
commissoned by 

Plart Foundation. 
Photography by  

Luisa Zanzani. 
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A still from ‘Seeing the Wood for the Trees‘ – Cambio. 

A still from a visual essay for Formafantasma›s latest exhibition ‘Cambio - The Industry of Timber’ for the Serpentine Gallery, 2020. 
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Forest felled by storm Vaia in 2018 in Val di Fiemme, Italy – Cambio.

Another is working on a consultancy basis, which 
the duo is presently building within the practice, in 
order to advise companies on how to employ a more 
holistic perspective and offer directives that could aid 
in future progress. One such collaboration is currently 
blossoming between the studio and a furniture 
company that works with wood. The duo is using 
the knowledge obtained by their latest exhibition, 
‘Cambio’ for the Serpentine Gallery, to help the firm 
internalise some of these essential practices within 
their company. 

“The way we hope to extend, for example, the 
‘Cambio’ exhibition is by using it as a point of 
departure for a department in Eindhoven which we 
are heading now, called Geo Design; and on the other 
hand we are trying to reach out to companies with 
whom we can establish conversations that are more 
holistic – [going] beyond the product. This is, on some 
level, what Hella Jongerius did for Vitra, with research 
on materials and colours, which isn’t only about the 
product but [also] an insightful understanding of the 
work of the company,” Farresin explains. 

‘Cambio’ is Formafantasma’s most recent exhibition 
and the third-ever design exhibition commissioned 

by the art institution in its 50-year history. As part of an 
ongoing investigation into the extraction, production 
and distribution of wood products, the exhibition sheds 
light on the evolution of this form of commerce and its 
expansion across the globe, highlighting problematic 
areas such as its colonial implications and its overall 
impact on the planet’s biosphere, while exposing the high 
rates of illegal logging used for various goods like the 
musical instruments that are showcased within the show. 

“We always have an interest in materials,” Farresin 
says, explaining one of the reasons behind the focus 
of the exhibition. “We often depart from materials, 
and because we have been trained in industrial design, 
connected essentially to furniture, it came naturally 
to us to root it back there, to this material that we 
all know and use. We wanted to know more about 
it in order to make more informed decisions.” And 
while the exhibition aims to map out “the tentacular 
expansion” of the timber industry, the duo – while 
not producing any specific solutions to many of the 
raised problems – nevertheless offers a number of 
suggestions into how certain considerations can be 
taken into account for those working either directly or 
indirectly with the material and the industry. 
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Furniture and Woodwork Archive, Blythe House, Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Photography by C41.
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Ellipse, 2017. 
Brass, textile, electrical materials.
Courtesy TextielMuseum/ TextielLab, Tilburg. 
Photography by MasiarPasquali. 
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For example, an installation that regards the growth of a tree and the CO2 

retention in the timber produced from it can be used by companies to ensure a 
more conscious management of the material. Other installations inform how 
the treatment of certain wood species can be used for objects that commonly 
contribute to the illegal use of the material, offering alternative solutions. 
Another subtle suggestion looks at how rendering tools that sometimes offer 
plug-ins where illegal or endangered species can be rendered, could perhaps 
use programming to offer more useful information – such as calculating the 
impact of certain materials to make more responsible decisions. 

On a different note, the exhibition also examines the relationships between 
humans in connection with other non-human living species. 

“For a very long time we have put humans at the centre of the universe 
and design [has been] committed totally to this idea: designing for humans at 
the service of humans. I still think that’s great because often design isn’t even 
thinking about that,” says Farresin. “Nevertheless, if we think of ecology as a 
cohabitation of multiple species in an environment, then whenever we design 
something we need to know that it will have an impact on other species too. 
And in the case of wood, we are actually working with other species.

“People think we’re playing here with the idea that we shouldn’t use trees 
because they are living – but that isn’t what we are saying. What we are saying 
is that actually we construct things with trees, so when we produce things it’s 
not us shaping wood and the trees being non-participating [tools] in this 

process. Trees participate in different ways. We simply think that there is 
large scope for intervention, which already exists, where designers can think 
and operate and design not only for humans but also for living non-humans.” 

With Formafantasma’s recent appointment as heads of Geo Design, a new 
Master’s course at the Design Academy of Eindhoven, the duo is looking to pass 
down the knowledge obtained from their research to a younger generation. 

“Education for us is another outlet as part of our work, where it is not only 
about us but also about others. I think in the professional life of every person 
you have ideas that are larger than your own work, and education allows you 
to explore those issues and those ideas,” says Farresin. He adds that today the 
concerns of young design students go beyond that of the production of objects, 
aligning more fundamentally across political, ecological and gender-related 
concerns. Farresin stresses that this does not mean design schools should stop 
making products; however, the reality is that design students today require 
a greater reasoning behind designing products, and it is something that is 
“extremely interesting to witness”, he admits. 

“It is a very interesting moment for design because I would say that – even 
for designers who are already in the discipline – we are almost not ready for 
this level of complexity and engagement. So, there will be a lot of mistakes 
and a lot of naïveté for some years, but it doesn’t really matter because 
the discipline will develop according to these needs, which are larger than 
developing products. It is an inevitable step.” id

‘Confrontations’ exhibition at the Vitra Design Museum Gallery where Formafantasma were paired with Doris Wicki, one of the last charcoal burners in Europe.

Photography by Luisa Zanzani.
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Photographer and 
multidisciplinary designer, 
Ibn Talib, explores 
dwellings carved into 
Jordan’s desert landscape in 
this photo essay

Knock, 
I am 
Home

PHOTOGRAPHY AND WORDS BY IBN TALIB
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Petra, Jordan, 2020.
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As I walked down Wadi Muaysra - one of the rarely 
used alternative routes to Petra, Jordan - I could not 
help but notice the remains of tombs and dwellings of 
ancient peoples hollowed out of the rock face of the rift. 

There they remain abandoned, decayed and slowly disappearing. On 
occasion, an industrious bedouin would temporarily transform one 
into an abode or a stable for his goats.

These dwellings are formed - and are part of - the immediate 
landscape. It is the land that they occupy – shaped and moulded by 
the elements. Our role as inhabitants remains insignificant in their 
creation. And once we are gone, there they will remain, dissolving 
and transforming, again and again. This inherent ephemerality is 
what intrigues me the most.  

The value of documenting such dwellings is important, because the 
relationship of these dwellings with the land is intrinsic. They provide 
examples of holistic and responsive reactions to their immediate 
surroundings, a quality that is rarely found in the architecture of 
today: an architecture of patterns and imposed ideologies constructed 
by extraneous, unsustainably sourced materials. 

The photographs are a result of my extensive research throughout 
Jordan. The relatively geographically small country has three distinct 
topographic profiles: the Jordan Valley, the Highlands and the Eastern 
Steppe (Badia). These areas are covered by four climatic zones: dry and 
hot subtropical, sub-humid-semiarid, semiarid-arid and arid regions. 

As a consequence, as early as the Paleolithic period until as late 
as the mid-twentieth century in Jordan, each of these regions has 
produced distinctive domestic architecture. The dwellers who 
inhabited these regions have ingeniously utilised the opportunities 
afforded to them by the landscape, using the materials that were 
immediately available and constructing structures that employed a 
variety of building techniques. 

They created spaces by digging and excavating into solid forms, 
such as with the infamous Nabatean Petra; or built upon it in the 
form of stone or mud walls, supporting a sheltering roof. In some 
cases, these interventions were complemented by the addition 
of temporaneous structures constructed from wood pillars, 
supporting tensile materials sourced from nature. This ingenuity 
sadly completely disappeared after the advent and the availability 
of the concrete/cement block, starting from the 1960s.   

This series also relates to a common theme found across my work. 
During Amman Design Week in 2019, for example, as part the Atlal 
Collective, we presented a taxonomy of the soils from Jordan in 
the form of an installation of nine rammed earth columns, set on a 
pedestal that also doubled as a sieve. Each of the columns displayed 
a distinct materiality, plasticity and gravity. Patrons were invited to 
touch these forms – and as they did, the forms crumbled and eroded 
onto the floor below: fragility in full display. It is the very same 
fragility witnessed in the dwellings covered by the series at hand.

Top and bottom: Al-Bayda, Jordan, 2019. 
Next page: Shobak, Jordan, 2017.
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‘Knock, I am Home’ is an 
ongoing and extensive 
research project which will 
be fully documented in an 
upcoming book. 
Ibn Talib is currently 
looking to raise funds for its 
production along with an 
accompanying exhibition. 
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Homage to Hormuz 
A colourful project on an island off the coast of Iran responds to 
environmental and economic challenges

WORDS BY RIMA ALSAMMARAE

Following the 2014 decision to annex Hormuz 
Island to the Free Trade Zone of Qeshm, plans 
to boost the quality of life for the 42-square 
kilometre piece of land that sits just off the 

west coast of Iran were put into action. The scheme was 
multi-fold, focusing on providing economic stability 
by drawing upon the island’s inherent attraction for 
tourism, and manifested in the ongoing urban-tourism 
intervention, ‘Presence in Hormuz’, a year later. Located 
on the uppermost crest of the island, Presence in Hormuz 
consists of three projects: Rong, a cultural centre that 
receives tourists on arrival; Majara Residence, a visitor’s 
accommodation; and Badeban Centre, a training centre 
to equip locals with hospitality skillsets. The assertive 
programme involves the help of the island’s long-standing 
community in its construction and future maintenance, 
and is designed by ZAV Architects, a Tehran-based 
practice that views architecture as a means to economic 
advancement for investors and local communities alike, 
as well as on a national scale. 

34-41 Zav Architects-2.indd   3634-41 Zav Architects-2.indd   36 2/2/21   12:47 PM2/2/21   12:47 PM



Photography by Tahmineh Monzavi, Soroush Majidi, Payman Barkhordari.
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While Rong was completed in 2017, Majara 
Residence was completed in 2020 and features 
200 small-scale domes built with the superadobe 
technique of Nader Khalili, an Iranian architect 
who founded CalEarth in 1991, an American 
institute that ZAV consulted with for the project. 
Inspired by traditional water storage structures 
known in the region as āb-anbār and ranging in 
size – 123 domes have a diameter of three metres, 
while the remaining 77 have a diameter of four or 
more metres – the buildings are made of cement 
plaster. The larger ones were further reinforced 
with steel structures to provide different dome 
shapes in the project’s skyline. Varying the shape of 
the domes, which differ in pointedness, is intended 
to evoke a carpet woven with granular knots.

The colours of the structures, which shift from 
mustard yellow to firebrick red, maya blue to moss 
green, draw inspiration from the island’s geological 
features, which have aptly inspired Hormuz’s 
nickname as the ‘rainbow island of Iran’. 

For ZAV, the domes’ dim interiors are meant 
to evoke the feeling of being in a cocoon of sorts, 
where calmness, stillness and darkness combine to 
forge a reconnection between users and nature. 

“When you take a few steps out of the water-
storage-like structures, you experience a unique 
open horizon towards the sea,” says ZAV’s founder 
and senior architect, Mohammadreza Ghodousi, 
about the minimal use of openings. “The interiors 
are designed to be colourful spaces that are closer to 
the earth, inviting users to leave any tension behind 
them, and to be embraced.” 
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Throughout Majara Residence, paved pathways 
intersperse the domes, and as the sowed vegetation 
grows in, birds find their nesting places on rooftops 
and antelopes find comfort in the shade. Respecting 
the environmental needs of the island and creating 
economically-responsible developments are the 
practice’s main principles, which  are reflected throughout 
the project, from its design to its construction. Another 
example is ZAV’s refrain from using the clay soil of 
Hormuz Island in the domes’ building material, which 
has a history of being wrongfully extracted due to its 
rich red colouring. Instead, the architects increased the 
proportion of sand soil. 

Additionally, as the superadobe technique involves 
filling sandbags and ramming them, it requires a lot 
of labour on site, with more masons needed than 
engineers. However, for ZAV, the idea to rely less on 
technology and more on local workforce was a priority. 

“This made it possible to work with the people of 
the island,” says Ghodousi. “But because diversity of 
the needed working skills was limited, training became 
easier and easier.” 
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And while superadobe master masons, blacksmiths, 
painters and more were being trained during the construction 
of Majara Residence, travel guides, reception clerks and 
others were being trained in the Badeban Centre, which will 
be completed in 2021. The latter group, who are also being 
taught English, are intended to manage the operations of 
the hospitality development post-completion. The two-part 
training structure installed by ZAV ensures that the people 
of Hormuz can benefit from the project during construction 
and after. 

ZAV is fiercely principled in its work – it often attempts to 
converge the benefits of investors and the local community 
with largescale national agendas through architecture, 

construction and implementation. It also aims to produce 
an architecture that mimics nothing, but rather, relies 
on collective creativity. And such values are present in 
Majara Residence, the architecture of which is centred on 
geographical lines, featuring the colours of the island, and 
showing pride in Hormuz’s locality and heritage. 

“Architectural projects do not necessarily need expensive 
lands and high technology, which usually put extra pressure 
on national economies,” says Ghodousi. “Architecture can 
be productive in job creation during construction and 
bring added value for society. After completion and during 
implementation, it can also help a city's branding and 
reputation, and impact the region positively.” id
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WELLNESS IN THE 
AGE OF CHANGE  

DESIGN FOCUS

With sudden shifts in lifestyle and values comes a newfound significance 
for health and wellness. Here, we explore how wellness has come to the 

forefront of design, and its impacts on the future of the industry. 

WORDS BY ESRA LEMMENS
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Tragic events shake us to the core. Any population that has 
experienced loss or grew up post-tragedy has understandably little 
faith in political transparency, economy, authority and peace. 
Young people, in particular, are in the midst of experiencing 

emotions of instability and distrust. They are vocal about their scepticism 
towards outdated ‘systems’ and aspire to create honest businesses, resulting in 
a vastly different economy and alternative work ethics. This need for a steadfast 
and faithful environment is also changing the entire landscape for designers.  

This significant shift in values has propelled a meaningful focus on wellness, 
balancing the need for emotional and physical wellbeing. And it is the millennial 
generation who is driving this change, pursuing experiential investments over 
material goods. Much of their lives are validated on social media by looking 
and feeling great, exercising and sleeping well. Consumers want to flaunt living 
well instead of endorsing opulence. The importance of wellness has also become 
increasingly more apparent over the last year, with the pandemic enforcing 
isolation and a feeling of seclusion.  

Millennials are growing up in an environment and time of tremendous 
and fast-paced change. They possess a vastly different mindset from previous 
generations, who were driven by material wealth and tangible assets. Their 
priorities and expectations are forcing retailers to adapt to their demands in 
the wellness field. Research by Harris Group shows that almost three-quarters 
of the millennial population willingly spend on wellness and consider it a daily 
essential. Gen Xers and Zers account for almost 70 per cent of fitness wearables, 
including clothing and applications that track their fitness and sleep patterns. 

This has caused design production, and business in general, to inherently 
change. The global pandemic has fast-tracked health awareness and its 
importance on our daily lives. Community-based and-led projects highlight 
these new empathetic considerations. Designers are fluidly melding their work 
to incorporate health needs. Companies and individuals have also quickly 
adapted their businesses – from vacuums to ventilators, high fashion to face 
masks, restaurants to home delivery services and hotels to quarantine facilities or 
safeholds for the homeless.   

hplus by Matt Canham is a collection of health monitoring devices. 
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Design, as an industry, has long been associated with thought-
provoking decisions, but universal challenges are allowing 
creatives to perceive collective challenges very differently.  

The new playing field is a humanitarian leveller. Recent 
mandates are influencing designers and require new and 
imaginative responses. Global concerns are bringing people 
together to understand and consider the overarching needs of 
individuals and communities, and how design-entrepreneurs 
can help provide for these change. As an example, ceramic and 
porcelain tile company Marazzi has introduced an innovative 
technology treatment that provides continuous antibacterial 
protection. The natural hues of the stone-effect Carácter tiles 
make them suitable for indoor and outdoor floors and walls. The 
sophisticated innovation techniques provides benefits to home, 
commercial and public environments.  

Health is no longer just about health services. It is about creating 
healthy and environmentally sustainable spaces where people feel 
included and considered. It is also about allowing people to re-
skill and connect to help each other, across alternative networks. 
Considerate design, whether within architectural realms or 
through profitable businesses, creates employment that holistically 
supports communities and affords power to the dynamic social 
entrepreneurs that run them. Healthy employment habitats will, 
in turn, include parks and waterscapes that promote a sense of 
wellbeing by encouraging active participation in walking, cycling 
and getting plenty of fresh air. This promotes a holistic state of 
being that encourages a harmonious balance between mental, 
physical and emotional health. 

As a response to this, designers across the globe are developing 
products, devices and accessories that aid our mental and 

Carácter tiles by Marazzi provide antibacterial protection. 
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physical health. A number of interesting responses to wellness 
were revealed during the 2020 Graduation Show of the Design 
Academy Eindhoven. Assani Lalitnantawat introduced delightfull 
in-office furniture solutions inspired by the passive stretching in 
restorative yoga that affords tension relief. Similarly, Jelle Smidt’s 
ergonomically-designed ‘Modern Meditation’ chair cleverly 
translates sound into vibrations and affords technologically 
improved meditative journeys. Charlotte Bombel’s ‘Scope’ lighting 
collection equally illuminates our homes by reflecting and 
scattering natural light reflections. The soft lighting gradients 
mimic natural hues that we, inherently, respond to postiviely.  

We are also seeing aesthetic and functional design 
considerations being applied to health-related products, with 
Central St Martins honoree Matt Canham developing hplus, a 
carefully curated collection of health monitoring devices for nine 
chronic health conditions, thus relieving pressure on the patient, 
clinician and health service. The interactive interface provides 
accurate information for better holistic health care.  

In the realm of fitnesss, Tempo Fit is an example of a smart home 
gym that helps users perfect their workout technique with AI 
guidance. The sensors capture time-of-flight motion to create a 
complex 3D model of their body, which helps them perfect their 
practice. Similarly, Technogym’s LIVE platform and Streaming 

Live Couch offers a revolutionary training experience with content 
that is accessible live and on-demand on the brand’s equipment 
consoles and the Mywellness app. As well as being able to access 
the extensive content library, users can take their fitness club 
training content home.content home. 

Above: In-office furniture designed by Assani 
Lalitnantawat.
Right: Technogym Live has revolutionised 
the training experience with live and on-
demand content. 

Photography by Femke Reijerman.
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In today’s world, wellbeing excites the senses, embracing beauty, 
colour, touch, fabrics and scent. The vibrant hospitality industry 
respnded to this trend about a decade ago by adopting the likes of 
experiential stays. Mood lighting, butler services, exclusive soaps, 
luxurious bedding and pillows, and even choices of bread, butter 
and salt are now considered a norm. Hoteliers that pay attention to 
the wellbeing of their guests thrive over others. 

Similarly, contemporary designers understand that humans 
are primal creatures that can interpret the environment through 
their senses and the connection they provide to the world through 
sensitive intelligence. As a result, wellness and wellbeing become 
essential considerations in the thought process of a project. Matter 
really does matter and should be an expression of our values and 
behaviours. Design nurtures vulnerabilities and brings about a 
connection to our physical selves. It is about caring for ourselves 
and each other.  

In a time that is fraught with uncertainty and seemingly 
unrelenting crisis, there is a need to create nurturing spaces 
for calm, relaxation and wellbeing, whether at home, at work or 
in public spaces. Responsive environments help to create the 
potential for a healthier and sustainable future. id

Above: ‘Modern Meditation’ chair 
by Jelle Smidt. Right: USM has introduced a 
new range of plant accessories for its iconic 
USM Haller System. 
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The Charoal Stone Diffuser by VITRUVI not 
only creates soothing aromas  throughout 

the home but also doubles as a simple piece 
of decor.  vitruvi.com

The fashonable and ergonomic Bala Bangles 
are easy to wear and add a touch of elegance 

to any fitness regime. shopbala.com

The  high performace Keiichi framed 
sunlasses by District Vision now include 

Calm-Tech - the world‘s first porous, anti-fog 
lenses. districtvision.com

The Apple Watch Hermès Series 6 with 
handcrafted Hermès leather bands strikes the 
perfect balance between wellness and style. 

apple.com

Combining cutting-edge technology with 
comfort and design, the new Powerbeats 
is the perfect accompaniment for a good 

workout. beatsbydre.com

The Technogym Bench is a multi-functional 
training station that will look just as good 

in your home as it would in the gym. 
technogym.com

Healthy 
Glow

We round up some of the 
most sought-after health 

and wellness products

Anatome’s uses ‘aromachology’ - the study 
of odours -  to help improve sleep health 

anatome.co

Aesop’s Resurrection Hand Wash offers an 
exfoliating formula to cleanse, polish and 

refresh  your hands. aesop.ae
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Sculptural 
Renowned Dutch 
artist Xander 
Spronken’s largest 
and most ambitious 
sculpture to date is 
designed for living

abode

WORDS BY AIDAN IMANOVA
 PHOTOGRAPHY BY JAAK CRASBORN 
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A small private road set at the centre of the Castellón 
hills – a Spanish province located a 30-minute drive 
away from the Mediterranean Sea – leads to an 
immense piece of land with an abundance of almond 

and olive trees that are native to the region – as familiar as the many 
medieval villages surrounding it. Its distinctive micro-climate 
ensures long hours of sunlight, even during the winter months. 

Bordered by the provinces of Valencia to the south, Tarragona 
to the north, and the Mediterranean to the east, the western side 
of the provinceof the province – which borders with Teruel –
faces the mountainous region of the Sistema Ibérico.

At the centre of this quite special piece of land are two villas, 
conceived by Dutch artist Xander Spronken, that almost naturally 
protrude from the land with their sculptural forms – a combination 
of art and residence. 

Spronken’s work – including the iron sculptures for which he is 
perhaps best known – has long been tethered to other disciplines 
and artistic traditions, not excluding architectural constructions. 
While a unifying thread can be observed through his passion 
for iron, his rough-hewn forms and robust creations can also be 
seen in his painted wall panels, furniture designs such as chairs 
and tables, and in a series of glass objects and other artworks 
that include steel and wood. Trained as a blacksmith, and later 
a student of sculpture at the Academy of Visual Arts Maastricht 
under Piet Killaars, Spronken combines traditional skills with the 
vision of a multifaceted artist, creating works that are emotional, 
intuitive and sensitive to the environment. 
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SpronkenHouse exemplifies the artist’s approach, 
both in terms of its form and materiality – and 
experience. The villas host six-metre-high pillars that 
not so much loom as soar. Inspired by the ancient 
Fibonacci sequence, the ‘sculpture’ has no specific 
rhythm. Instead, it offers a building of 54 concrete 
posts carrying a roof formed of old mooring posts, 
weighing down the structure in a manner that hints 
at a sense of rooting it back into the earth. The only 
material that sits between the concrete pillars and the 
roof is transparent glass, evoking the feeling of being 
outside at all times, even while one is indoors. 

These floor-to-ceiling windows additionally 
provide magnificent views of the Iberian mountains 
with the 1800 metre-high Penyagolosa summit as 
its centrepiece. The two separate houses sit within 
six hectares of private property, each with its own 
swimming pool, and can be accessed via a private gate. 
Both houses are equipped with air conditioning, floor 
heating, large fitted kitchens and lounge areas, as well 
as two bedrooms and two bathrooms each. 

The first villa totals 160 square metres and 
faces south-east towards the stretch of Castellón 

mountains, and comes complete with an outdoor 
wood-fired oven. The slightly smaller second villa 
(covering 150 square metres), overlooks a vast open 
space filled with olive trees, with its south-west facing 
views including the mountains on the north-western 
side. Both villas have high ceilings of 5.5 metres and 
operate on solar energy as well, with heat generated 
using a heat pump.

Three aspects were vital in the experience of 
this retreat: unlimited views, generous amounts of 
sunlight and complete privacy. As the villas defy being 
called either ‘house’ or ‘sculpture’, the living areas are 
sparsely decorated, lending themselves to being pieces 
of inhabitable art. 

Nonetheless, totable pieces can still be found across 
the two villas – including artworks by Spronken 
himself. There are also furniture pieces, such as a sofa 
designed and built by Los Angeles-based artist Stephen 
Kenn that is made using fabric from parachutes used 
in the second World War. 

SpronkenHouse is a token of the artist’s purist 
approach and one that allows the user to be fully 
immersed in his artistry and vision. id
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House of glass
WORDS BY RAMY AHMAD

54-58 Mexico.indd   5654-58 Mexico.indd   56 2/2/21   1:44 PM2/2/21   1:44 PM



57THE LAND ISSUE

travel

Rising between the mesquite trees within the slopes of Mexico’s 
volcano Palo Huérfano, an isolated retreat uses reflective 

panels to mirror the beauty of the surrounding nature

Mirrored buildings exist the world over, 
from Saudi Arabia to Italy, Sweden to 
the Netherlands. Typically situated in 
isolated locations so as to maximise 

their ability to reflect their environments, such structures 
often walk the line between art and architecture. Joining 
the ‘mirrored building’ camp is its newest member – Casa 
Etérea, an off-grid hideaway conceived by Mexico-based 
Singaporean writer Prashant Ashoka. 

Spanning 75 square metres and located a 20-minute 
drive from the UNESCO World Heritage Site of San 
Miguel de Allende in Mexico, Casa Etérea (or ‘Ethereal 
House’ in English) not only responds to the isolationist 
demands of tourism for the foreseeable future, but also to 
pressing climate issues by drawing all of its power from 
solar energy, and its water supply from collected rainwater. 
Distinguishing it from its architectural predecessors, the 
new home also uses a patterned ultraviolet coating on 
its mirrored exterior, making it visible to birds while 
remaining reflective to the human eye. 

Ashoka first came across the site while visiting San 

Miguel de Allendr, one of the most visited towns in 
Latin America. He felt drawn to that particular region 
and explored the area surrounding the Palo Huérfano 
volcano, which sits just outside of the city limits. For 
him, the site was a “pristine plot of land with towering 
cliffs”, and the beauty of the dramatic landscape proved 
to be seductive. “I knew immediately that it would be 
the perfect place to build a retreat where people could 
connect with nature,” says Ashoka. 

Casa Etérea consists of an open-plan space with two 
rectilinear volumes that merge at a 120-degree intersection. 
It features a bedroom, seating area, washroom, dining 
area and outdoor pool. Conceptually, Ashoka’s plan was 
to create a “theatre to nature”, and he worked with the 
intention of leaving the landscape minimally impacted. 
Thus, the foundation of the house was built entirely from 
rock collected from the nearby Los Picachos mountain 
range, and by situating the house according to the site’s 
orientation, it manages efficient ventilation. “The house 
naturally regulates temperature in the semi-arid desert 
climate of the central Mexican highlands,” he adds. 
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Bringing Casa Etérea to life required a large 
team effort: Ashoka worked with NAMUH for the 
interiors, as well as glass and mirror designer Oskar 
Chertudi Maya. Gabriel Lopategui offered project 
design consulting, and Octavio Cambron Munguia 
oversaw the landscaping. Project management 
was handled by Mario Gonzalez, and Antonio 
Santana took on the pool and solar design. And 
while there were many cooks in the kitchen, the 
group was collectively inspired by the concept 
of ‘emotional architecture’. Coined by renowned 
Mexican architect Luis Barragán and sculptor-
painter Mathias Goéritz, the term refers to designs 
that appropriate colour, light and space to create 
nuanced emotional characters.

“I was very moved by Barragán’s emphasis on light 
and shadow,” says Ashoka. “These intangible aspects 
of design lend great emotion to spaces, and I wanted 
to use light as a ‘structural’ element to my design.”

As the mirrored façade catches the first light of 
the day, it beams as a phosphorescent blue-tinted 
box, contrasting greatly with the blackness of the 
mountainside. While in the warm orange and red 
hues of the sunset, the house appears like a mirage, 
before disappearing as nightfall creeps in. The 
mirrored panels further create a visual abstraction 
and interactive experience by diffusing the space 
between the landscape and the structure. This allows 
the volume to take on a transitional quality, says 
Ashoka, as it reflects the change in seasons. 

For the interiors, Ashoka and NAMUH opted for 
organic materials, such as wood, stone and ceramics, 
as they wanted the space to be “warm, inviting and 
earthy.” Throughout, exposed ceiling beams and 
concrete walls combine to create an unimposing 
backdrop for statement pieces, such as the copper 
bathtub and the soft leather seating. And while the 
interiors were designed with intent, it's light and 
shadow that provide character to the space; as do the 
views of the soaring cliffs. 

“I wanted this interplay of light and scale to 
evoke a deep sense of awe and oneness with the 
wild,” says Ashoka, “and to ultimately beg questions 
about our role as stewards in the preservation of 
our ecosystems.” id
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Mountain hideaway

Carl Gerges’ newest project offers a calming retreat that extends outward 
from the rocky formations of Mount Lebanon 

WORDS BY RIMA ALSAMMARAE
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“I find that 
nature has 

already done 
most of the 

work for us.”
CARL GERGES
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In the heritage-rich town of Bhamdoun, a 23-kilometre drive southeast 
from Beirut, the recently completed Cana Guesthouse by Lebanese architect 
and musician Carl Gerges offers an unconventional example of residential 
architecture in Mount Lebanon. Dotted with Swiss-style chalets, Mount 

Lebanon’s built environment features an abundance of multi-storey apartment 
buildings and pointed, red-roofed villas clinging to terraced cliffs. Yet, here, in 
Gerges’ latest project, the 250-square metre accommodation does not rise, nor 
does it cling. Instead, it emerges quietly from the age-old rock formations that 
have long weathered the test of time, and that give way to fertile winelands.  

Blending into the landscape, the guesthouse manages a rare balance: it bears 
minimal impact on its surroundings, but dialogues with them greatly. Built from 
yellow and grey limestone sourced directly from the site and chosen by Gerges 
himself, the building’s exterior form is an extension of the mountains that frame 
it. Built with the help of a local artisan and his two sons, the two-level building (it 
features an underground cellar) is rectangular in shape and features floor-to-ceiling 
glass openings that draw in the crisp air, fresh light and views of the adjacent rock. 

“I usually like to work with constraints,” says Gerges. “I don't like working 
on a site where everything is open and easy. So here, the exercise was to work 
with the rocks and with the available resources, and to get as close to the rocks 

as possible. And, conceptually, the only view that you have, and the only light 
source, is through the rocks. In Lebanon, the rocks are a source of value – they are 
the main source for construction, and since the port blast, it is really expensive 
to import materials. These were the main reasons behind the material selection.”

The guesthouse consists of a dining area and kitchen, seating area (equipped 
with a fireplace), bedroom and washroom, as well as a sunken firepit and wine 
cellar. The interiors feature earth-toned tadelakt walls (with finishes from nude 
peach to eucalyptus green), cast-in-place concrete ceilings and reclaimed timber 
beams. Throughout, a mix of custom-made furnishings, collectible items from 
Morocco and Lebanon, and vintage Scandinavian wooden elements create a 
refined aesthetic that is both simple and varied.  

Throughout Gerges’ projects, materials that age gracefully are often the 
protagonists of the story, and typically include marble and tadelakt, a plaster 
technique from Morocco. Applied to the Cana Guesthouse, tadelakt surfaces mark 
the bedroom, kitchen and bathroom. Although originally meant to be used inside 
hammams due to its resistance to humidity, the plaster is versatile, Gerges says. 

The warm and inviting interiors are perhaps an unexpected shift in spatial 
character from the hardness of the exterior shell, but uniting them is a particular 
rawness that feels natural, simple and not overly orchestrated. 

Photography courtesy of Carl Gerges Architects.
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“The design is so archaic,” says Gerges. “I didn't invent 
anything. It's super basic and very straightforward. I didn't 
want to go out of my way to make a statement. And for the 
artisan, it was natural. He saw the sketches and immediately 
understood what he was being asked to do. But the challenge 
here was to work with the light and the different angles to 
frame the views, as well as to actually carve all the different 
spaces inside this area.”

Gerges’ favourite part of the project is the fire pit, which is 
placed just opposite the seating area. Sunk below ground level, 
the space is an outdoor nook that complements the grandeur 
of the mountainscape. “When you’re sitting there at night and 
you see the silhouettes of the rocks, it’s intimidating,” he said. 

“You feel as though the rocks are much bigger than you are.” 
The Cana Guesthouse is the first of a series of accommodations 

that will welcome guests to the surrounding vineyard. With 
another four in progress, all to be positioned in different ways 
so as to offer a variety of experiences, Gerges hopes the project 
can offer more than a place to stay. 

“I hope it also influences the surrounding neighbours,” he 
says. “In Lebanon, everyone wants to build, and you often see 
buildings that don’t make sense in their space. I’m a contextualist 
and I am a fan of nature and history – these are the elements 
that form the language of my architecture. So in terms of this 
beautiful landscape and these beautiful mountains, I find that 
nature has already done most of the work for us.” id
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Natural retreat
Bone’s Terra eatery in Dubai reinterprets notions of Brutalism 
using traditional craftsmanship and greenery
Photography by Oculis Project
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With its name rooted in the Latin word for ‘Earth’ or ‘land’, Terra is 
a new eatery in Dubai, UAE that acts as a natural retreat from the 
urban bustle of the city, exposing the raw surfaces of its construction 
materials which are offset with deep greens from the wild foliage.

Designed by self-proclaimed ‘nomadic studio’ Bone, Terra is not unlike the young 
practice’s minimal yet robust portfolio of projects that focus on honest, natural materials 
and brutalist references juxtaposed with textured warmth. In this particular project, 
creating a sheltering atmosphere was imperative, Bone says. 

“We wanted to celebrate the elements of raw architecture and invite people into a unique 
and rich space. The textures all play a role in encouraging the inhabitants to relate to the 
space in a way that is imperfect, yet strong,” explains Natalie Mahakian, who co-founded 
Bone, alongside partner Achraf Mzily.

The interior space is reminiscent of a courtyard, complete with a lush garden that 
envelops the shop while interweaving between the various seating areas in the dining 
space. It additionally acts as a natural barrier between the eatery and the street level, which 
it opens up to. 

“We were inspired by nature and rural architecture that brings  people together through 
its construction and hands-on approach. Indoor and outdoor areas both show examples of 
imperfect features that come together to make one jubilant space. The greenery and trees 
that are outside converse with the ones inside, uniting both spaces,” says Mahakian. 

Five-metre-high pivoting glass doors welcome visitors to the interior dining space from 
all three façades, while the shop faces the east, allowing sharp rays of sunlight to penetrate 
through the clear glass doors during the brisk hours of the day. The sunlight also exposes 
the hues and undulations of the clay walls and the uneven surfaces of the terracotta tiles 
used across the space.

Traditional construction and application techniques are exposed throughout, evoking a 
sense of natural and homelike hospitality while lending itself to a blurring of the boundaries 
between architecture and craftsmanship. Several specialists aided Bone in bringing the 
space and its elements to completion. 

64-67 Terra by Bone.indd   6764-67 Terra by Bone.indd   67 2/1/21   3:58 AM2/1/21   3:58 AM



68

interiors

The raw earth surfaces, which emulate different colours, 
are natural and pigment-free, using clay that has been 
sourced from different parts of Italy by Matteo Brioni, who 
developed the traditional raw earth surface finish to be 
healthy, hypoallergenic, versatile and sinuously adaptable 
to any surface. Matteo’s brothers, who own Fornace Brioni, 
have also collaborated with Bone to compose the terracotta 
floor tiles that grace the space with their imperfections and 
artisanal craft.

“The finishes in the restaurant, from the floor to 
the walls, are all composed using traditional means of 
manufacturing. The terracotta tiles on the floor are 
different from one another because of the handmade trace 
that makes the tile special. The texture on the walls is all 
applied by hand in an artistic manner. No two walls or 
tiles are the same,” says Mahakian.

A slot punctuated in the cacao walls frames the hand-
hammered column at the centre of the space, displaying the 

tailor-made kitchen that allows guests to enjoy the culinary 
energy on view. All equipment is integrated, producing a 
refined working space with seamless counters.

Essentially, it is the earthy materiality and hues that play a 
vital role in the intimate ambiance of the space, in addition 
to its monochromatic palette. Moreover, the studio 
considered additional materials for the project to enhance 
its sense of warmth, such as reclaimed and weathered 
wood, linen fabrics, smoked metals and handmade 
ceramics. A romantic atmosphere is further established 
using specifically arranged spotlights by Flos that dot the 
interior space. These elements come together to soothe the 
otherwise brutalist forms found across the space, just as 
they do in many of Bone’s other projects. 

“Brutalist forms are known to be cold and sterile volumes 
that come together,” Mahakian says. “In Terra, we wanted to 
reexamine how Brutalism can also be warm and inviting…
when combined with traditional craftsmanship.” id

Terra is located in Waitrose Mall on Thanyah Street in Dubai.
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Objects 
of desire
A round up of the latest 

objects, furniture pieces 

and accessories we love - 

from Paola Sakr's textile 

ceramics for Kvadat to 

recycled cotton socks by 

Jacquemus  

Dependables

FZ1 Stool

Jean-Baptiste Fastrez for EO
Available at eo.dk
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Sundays

Paola Sakr Design Studio for Kvadrat / Febrik
paolasakr.design  

White onyx incense bowl

Ume
Available at ume-collection.co.uk

BEL kit

3rd Ritual
Available at 3rdritual.com

Tirache Tumbler 

Zafferano
Available at ounass.ae

The Forever Young 

Gem Water 

VitaJuwel
Available at ounass.ae

Les chaussettes 

Jacquemus recycled 

cotton socks

Jacquemus
Available at ounass.ae

The Forever Young 

Gem Water 

VitaJuwel
Available at ounass.ae

Available at ounass.ae

Les chaussettes 

Jacquemus recycled 

cotton socks

Jacquemus
Available at ounass.ae
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Nimerology’s latest homeware collection 

celebrates the beauty of wildlife and nature

An outdoor feast

72
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Luxury homeware label Nimerology, founded by New York-based 
designer Nour al Nimer, has launched its latest collection, Isabelle’s 

Garden Party, which offers a fresh ode to nature. The botanically 
inspired collection celebrates the bounty and resilience of wildlife 

through motifs of vibrant flora and fauna including poppies, lilies, 
butterflies, beetles and birds. 

The heart-lifting assortment of nature-themed tableware pays 
homage to classical English chinaware, sourcing inspiration 
from vintage botanical prints, antique English wallpaper, 
vintage crockery and taxidermy butterflies, reimagining 
them to fit the modern home. 

With more people spending time indoors, in the 
confinement of their homes, Isabelle’s Garden Party 

brings the outdoors in, evoking a light-hearted, playful 
springtime ambiance that one would typically enjoy 
amidst natural surroundings, or even see in one's own 
backyard. The collection aims to transport homeowners 
to brighter days, be it through a dinner for two or a small 
gathering with family or friends. 

While the collection is set to launch in spring, it is currently 
available for pre-orders.

Isabelle’s Garden Party is the latest of Nimer’s tableware collections, which 
are all born out of the Palestinian-Turkish designer’s wanderlust and 
moulded by her passion for design and food. 

The brand is inspired by a medley of cultures, mirroring her own 
upbringing, and translated through an elegant aesthetic sensibility 
and straightforward functionality. Nimerology’s collections are 
driven by the belief that art and new experiences should be an 
integral part of everyday life. 

The brand is inspired by a medley of cultures, mirroring her own 

inspired collection celebrates the bounty and resilience of wildlife 
through motifs of vibrant flora and fauna including poppies, lilies, 

The heart-lifting assortment of nature-themed tableware pays 
homage to classical English chinaware, sourcing inspiration 

backyard. The collection aims to transport homeowners 
to brighter days, be it through a dinner for two or a small 

While the collection is set to launch in spring, it is currently 

 is the latest of Nimer’s tableware collections, which 
are all born out of the Palestinian-Turkish designer’s wanderlust and 

 is the latest of Nimer’s tableware collections, which 
are all born out of the Palestinian-Turkish designer’s wanderlust and 
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Crafts of the Kingdom: Culture and Creativity in Saudi Arabia sheds light on the 

craft traditions and cultural heritage of the historic Gulf nation

A coffee table book celebrating the cultural 
and craft heritage of Saudi Arabia has 
been published by luxury publisher 
Assouline, showcasing the nation’s 

diverse craft traditions and the master artisans who 
are behind the production of some of the Kingdom’s 
rich handicrafts.

Crafts of the Kingdom: Culture and Creativity in Saudi 

Arabia shines a spotlight on various crafts that are 
native to the history and civilisation of the Saudi 
Arabian desert, from handloom Sadu weaving and 
fine jewellry-making to regional Asiri wall painting. 
All the crafts revealed within the 220 pages of this 
book highlight the intricacy of the crafts found 
across the Gulf country – whether it is the delicate 
embroidery of a traditional Saudi dress, the precise 
incisions of woodworked objects or the fine textures 
of woven textiles, each craft tradition is performed 
by hand, bearing the marks of the artisans who 
created them. 

Featuring vibrant collections of original and 
archival photography, Crafts of the Kingdom journeys 
across the Kingdom – from its capital Riyadh to 
the mountains of Al Baha and the historic districts 
of Jeddah – to highlight the diversity of crafts and 
traditions across the various regions of Saudi Arabia, 
while revealing the historic roots and modern 
interpretations of each of these crafts. 

Crafts of the Kingdom

The book is written by HRH Princess Najla bint 
Ahmad bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, who was 
born in Riyadh and is a scholar of Anthroplogy and 
Development Studies, currently conducting doctoral 
research at the University of Cambridge. She is 
also the mastermind behind Atharna, a brand and 
business that economically and culturally supports 
artisans across the Middle East, promoting regional 
craft traditions to a wider audience. 

“The reverence I hold for the artisans, who 
have for hundreds of years, carried our Kingdom’s 
material culture with such pride and honour, is 
insurmountable. The heritage they created surrounds 
me daily in Riyadh, where I live… Amongst the 
modern and high-rise buildings filled with urbane, 
intellectual, well-travelled people, the desert 
landscapes are a constant and welcome reminder of 
our Bedouin heritage,” HRH Princess Najla writes in 
the introduction. 

“In Saudi Arabia, heritage is all around us. We 
value this heritage and cherish time-honoured crafts 
in our homes, displaying them in pride of place, 
feeling rooted in our beautiful land and traditions. 
For a long time, some people have held the belief 
that only modern items are a reflection of modern 
identity. There is nothing more untrue. Heritage 
pieces are the representation of where we are in time 
and of our strength as a nation,” she continues. 

In Crafts of the Kingdom, what emerges is a portrait 
of Saudi Arabia as a nation whose cultural heritage 
and diverse creativity has been proudly cherished, 
reverently preserved and profoundly influential 
from ancient days to modern times. It is an ode to the 
country’s rich cultural legacy, and to the people who 
have had a hand in crafting these traditions through 
the ages.

diverse craft traditions and the master artisans who 
are behind the production of some of the Kingdom’s 
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Featuring vibrant collections of original and 
journeys 

across the Kingdom – from its capital Riyadh to 
the mountains of Al Baha and the historic districts 
of Jeddah – to highlight the diversity of crafts and 
traditions across the various regions of Saudi Arabia, 
while revealing the historic roots and modern 

The book is written by HRH Princess Najla bint 
Ahmad bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, who was 
born in Riyadh and is a scholar of Anthroplogy and 
Development Studies, currently conducting doctoral 
research at the University of Cambridge. She is 
also the mastermind behind Atharna, a brand and 
business that economically and culturally supports 
artisans across the Middle East, promoting regional 
craft traditions to a wider audience. 

“The reverence I hold for the artisans, who 
have for hundreds of years, carried our Kingdom’s 
material culture with such pride and honour, is 
insurmountable. The heritage they created surrounds 
me daily in Riyadh, where I live… Amongst the 
modern and high-rise buildings filled with urbane, 
intellectual, well-travelled people, the desert 

Photography by Harald Gottschalk.

Wool thread being woven 
into al sadu, a traditional
handloom used for the 
Bedouin art of Sadu 
weaving.
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Focusing on one rug typology – the runner, the Archer is a collection of hand-knotted rugs by Iranian artist Taher 

Asad-Bakhtiari, handcrafted and produced in their entirety in the cc-tapis atelier in Nepal using Himalayan 

wool, pure silk, Lurex and mohair. The collection, which includes statement pieces for any corridor, staircase or 

narrow space, is expressive and colourful – evoking the energy created by a marriage of arrows and triangles. 

The Archer Collection by Taher Asad-Bakhtiari for cc-tapis
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