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Left ❙ Sonya Winner’s Matisse-inspired rugs. Below ❙ Spaniard 
Maximo Riera’s Animal Chair Collection

Festival reactions
So the exhibitions have been dismantled, fresh contacts made and, hopefully, products sold. As the sawdust 

settles on another London Design Festival, Alistair Welch gives a flavour of this year’s event

peaking during the opening press 

conference of 100% Design - one 

of London Design Festival’s (LDF) 

flagship shows - British industrial 

designer Kenneth Grange welcomed 

the prospect of a new generation 

of designers addressing the small 

inadequacies in all our lives. “It is 

much less glamorous than designing another 

sofa for a fancy name in Italy,” he said. “But 

to have made anything immensely better is 

wholly preferable.”

His words seemed somewhat 

at odds with his surroundings; 

amongst the products on show were, 

undeniably, a fair complement of flashy 

sofas. Across town from Earls Court at the 

Design Museum, Grange is currently being 

honoured in a retrospective that claims he 

defined the design language of modern 

Britain; here, when asked what defined 

contemporary British design he could only 

conclude that all that was left which was 

inherently British in character was the ability 

to breed creative people: “British design is 

about making designers,” he said.

Of course, it is too easy to be cynical. 

The point I am hinting at is that the LDF is 

not necessarily concerned with design to 

change the world, the focus is rather 

design to beautify our surroundings. 

Nevertheless, to immerse oneself in the 

festival is to experience an enjoyable voyage 

of creative discovery across the capital; this 

year, as before, there was high quality work 

in the established venues and the odd gem 

in unlikely nooks.   

There were certain themes and trends 

within this loose, idiosyncratic melange 

which seem worthy of attention. In response 

to Chancellor George Osborne’s mantra for 

economic recovery “Made in Britain”, the 

2011 LDF was designated the “March of the 

Makers.” Interestingly, making was interpret-

ed in two, potentially oppositional, 

ways. Firstly, there was the 

celebration of human 

agency in design 

- what we might 

call craft - and, 

secondly, a look 

at the potential 

of digital 3D 

technology 

and the 

rise of additive manufacturing.

The V&A museum, which again acted 

splendidly as the festival’s hub, hosted the 

Power of Making (PoM) exhibition. Visitors 

to this show, welcomed by a snarling gorilla 

fabricated from coat-hangers, were invited 

to marvel at an extraordinary range 

of objects made using a variety of 

techniques including embroidery, 

veneering, grinding, glass-blow-

ing, and even baking. On display 

were a life-like model of a baby, 

There were certain 
themes within this loose, 
idiosyncratic melange which 
seem worthy of attention
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which was in fact a cake, a crochetdermy 

(a taxidermy-crochet hybrid before you ask) 

bear and a stainless steel flute - all achieve-

ments of human artisanship.

Perhaps, the odd-technique-out was 

stereolithography for, in 3D printing, the 

human hand is separated from the act of 

making. Can, then, it still be considered 

craft?

Also in the V&A, Murray Moss curated 

an exhibition of 3D-printed objects which 

was given the ambitious title of “Industrial 

Revolution 2.0: How the Material World 

will Newly Materialise”. The items, which 

included fashion designs and interior pieces 

alongside more sculptural work, were fab-

ricated by Belgian additive manufacturing 

company Materialise. Distributed throughout 

the museum, the pieces were set in dialogue 

with those on display in the PoM. Whilst 

the 3D printed objects revealed the extraor-

dinary creative potential of the technology, 

particularly as it becomes more affordable 

and accessible, they lacked the charm and 

the curiosity of the PoM exhibits.  

Fundamentally, however, when we speak 

about ‘craft’ I think we understand ‘skill in 

making’ and skill is an attribute that is equal-

ly applicable to the analogue and digital 

realms, to the practitioner of cake-making or 

CAD. Nevertheless, across the festival, craft, 

with the emphasis on fabrication by the 

human hand, made its presence felt.      

Origin, the contemporary craft fair, was 

one of the festival’s most popular events. The 

exhibition, overseen by the Crafts Council, 

showcased metalwork, knitwear, jewellery 

and furniture from over 200 makers. The 

Crafts Council also debuted their new tour-

ing exhibition Block Party - this intriguing 

show, curated by visual artist Lucy Orta, 

explored the art of tailoring and the rich cul-

tural heritage of pattern cutting. 

Furthermore, at one of LDF’s staple 

shows, Brick Lane’s Tent, a new generation 

of designer-makers were enthusiastically 

showing their wares. One of the most eye-

catching stands in the Old Truman Brewery’s 

labyrinth of whitewashed rooms belonged to 

Sonya Winner whose vibrant rugs, in refer-

encing Matisse, are as much works of art as 

they are floor coverings. A dozen lead-

ing Irish designers showed exceptional 

work, in particular some beautiful 

hand-crafted wooden furniture, 

as part of Tent’s ‘Design Island’, 

and illustrator Lizzie Mary Cullen 

was on hand, creating delightful 

bespoke love letters.

If the traditional techniques of 

craft was one theme, a visible aes-

thetic trend at this year’s festival, in 

many ways antithetical to the folkish-

ness of craft, was bling. A number of 

designers, perhaps cocking a snook 

at bleak economic circumstances, 

showed collections that were con-

sciously decadent, even gaudy.

At 100% Design the extrava-

gant chandeliers of Italian brand Il 

Vetro del Doghi captivated visitors 

with their unabashed sumptuous-

ness and Spaniard Maximo Riera’s 

Animal Chair Collection - a series 

of thrones built to mimic, in scale 

and shape, creatures including 

a walrus, rhinoceros and lion 

- enchanted some whilst prompting 

accusations of poor taste from others.  

Lee Broom launched his debut uphol-

stery collection Salon at his Shoreditch stu-

dio; he showed leather furniture with a clas-

sic silhouette decorated with stud detailing 

in a style he describes as “punk rock cou-

ture”. The pieces blended trash and luxury 

like a society nightclub.

Meanwhile, the highlight of the Design 

Junction show was Scottish designer Beau 

McClellan’s spectacular LED chandelier - the 

5m lighting installation, called ‘Nomad’, uses 

the designer’s signature mirror-coated fin-

ish and its numerous colour effects can be 

manipulated using a touch screen. Also on 

show was Benchmark’s ‘Tree’, an extraordi-

nary 11m table worked from a single piece 

of wood.

Away from the major shows there was 

plenty on offer to surprise and delight. From 

a basement flat in South Kensington showing 

a reversible shelving system in rooms that 

whiffed disconcertingly of damp and urine 

to Noma Bar’s interactive die-cutting installa-

tion ‘Cut it Out’ in Soho, there was inspira-

tion to be found in all postcodes.

The LDF is an idiosyncratic creature - 

one cannot imagine an event of its ilk taking 

place in any other city. London’s peculiar 

geography with its maze of streets, famous 

landmarks, and jumble of districts is mir-

rored by a festival that revels in blockbuster 

shows and obscure spaces. In essence, to 

return to Grange, the festival is indicative of 

Britain’s peculiar ability to breed design. ❙

Across the festival, craft 
made its presence felt

Away from the major shows 
there was plenty on offer 
to surprise and delight

This page, top ❙ Beau McClellan’s lighting installation Nomad. 
Below ❙ Hand-crafted wooden furniture from Irish designers. 
Opposite page ❙ The Craft Council’s touring exhibition Block Party


