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“For us, the jewel in 
the crown of LDF19 
was the programme of 
workshops and lectures.” 

Across London, the design community once again 
invited the world to join their annual creative 
celebrations. With Brexit seemingly closer than 
it has been since the 2016 vote, we felt the effects 
were noticeable in the nature of this year’s festival. 
Independent designers seemed less abundant, 
whilst the main attractions of the festival were 
heavily sponsored by big brands and corporations 
such as LG and Samsung.

Following the focus of LDF18 on plastics, this year’s 
most radical exploration of sustainability was the 
‘Non Pavilion’ at the V&A. In response to the waste 
generated by the London Design Festival each year, 
this AR experience could only be viewed through 
a screen, as opposed to being physically built. 
Exploring a variety of anti-consumption messages, 
the designers asked us to “engage with the idea of 
‘less’ as an enrichment rather than a loss.”

For us, the jewel in the crown of LDF19 was the 
programme of workshops and lectures. A great 
platform from which designers can freely express 
opinions, they posed questions and sought 
answers around subjects ranging from the future 
of technology to the future of materiality. Bringing 
a more authentic and diverse voice to the festival, 
these events often outshine the heavily sponsored 
commissions from the usual big designers.

Tapping into London’s history for marrying topical 
issues with design, we have observed socio-political 
and economic trends such as climate change, 
equality, mental wellbeing, population increases 
and the concerns over AI filtering into the work on 
show as we visited the many events at LDF19.

‘Non Pavilion’ at V&A
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This report brings our 
observations together. 
We have organised it 
into three sections. The 
subject of each increases 
in scale so that we 
begin with ourselves – 
Humans; we look then 
at the environment that 
surrounds us – Habitat; 
and end with the Earth 
we live on – Planet.

This
Report
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Human
The things that drive us
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Expressive 

Personality 

Playfulness

Primal

Trend Expressions
Clockwise from top left: 
‘Beaded costumes’ by Big Chief Demond 
Melancon  
‘Lunar House’ by Bohinc Studio 
‘Metamorfosi’ by Martino Gamper 
‘Valet’ by Max Lamb   
‘Dawn to Dusk’ by Haberdashery
‘Double Face’ by Martino GamperHuman
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Although the question 
of when it will happen 
is a source of much 
conversation and debate, 
it is generally agreed that 
our rapid advances in 
technology will culminate 
in the creation of a new, 
artificially intelligent 

“species” of being. 

In the design industry, 
where creation drives us, 
and we are fascinated by 
AI and its implications, we 
are compelled to ask: How 
do we want our future 
Frankensteins to behave?

“an anthropological aesthetic that 
alludes to a new purpose behind re-
examining what makes us human.”

Åsa Jungnelius and Made by Us as part of Crossover 
View from Digital gallery Adorno at London Design Fair

Human

‘Kakao Friends Homekit’ by Kakao in collaboration 
with Nendo. Exhibited at 100% Design 

‘Talk To Me’ by Steuart Padwick 
View from Design Junction

‘A Boundless World’ by Attua Aparicio 
Torinos. View from MDR Gallery

Human-ness

One of our starting points 
in answering this question 
is to look at ourselves. 
Many designers at the 
LDF have been busy 
investigating human-ness. 
As part of the Brompton 
Design District’s “Nature 
/ Nurture” theme, the 
Seeds Gallery installed 
a series of masks, each a 
portrait of the designers 
that made them. 

Masks were also 
appearing in other 
parts of the festival. In 
the Swiss corner of 

the Adorno ‘Crossovers’ 
exhibition at the London 
Design Fair, Virage design 
studio displayed simple, 
beautiful, high-crafted faces 
made from ply and leather. 

All the masks at LDF were 
naturally tribal-looking. But 
- being formed from modern 
materials and processes, 
and at the dawn of a new, 
digital era - they have an 
anthropological aesthetic 
that alludes to a new purpose 
behind re-examining what 
makes us human. 
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‘MMMask’ by Michael Marriott 
Exhibited at Seeds Gallery 

‘Kaijyu Mask’ by  Rio Kobayashi  
Exhibited at Seeds Gallery 

‘Tell me more’ by  Tiago Almeida  
Exhibited at Seeds Gallery 

‘Fried Mask’ by Frederik Paulsen    
Exhibited at Seeds Gallery 
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Human

At Sony, a team has created 
a series of installations 
that meld AI with design. 
Shown in full at Milan 
earlier this year, one of the 
experiments from Affinity 
in Autonomy was on 
display at the V&A.

‘Pendulus’ is an armature, 
lit at one end, that swings 
and extends inside a sphere 
of metal bars. Whilst the 
armature itself looks like 
a classically designed 
lighting product, the 
beautiful and sensitive 
manner in which it moves 
evokes sentience and 
curiosity. As visitors hold 
a hand up to the globe-
like cage to attract the 
attention of the intelligence 

Human-ness

captured inside, the lamp 
moves towards it, as if to 
investigate. The designers 
who were taking care of the 
installation, told a group of 
on-lookers “it chooses who 
to follow.” 

Sony was observing our 
reactions to these pieces 
and gathering data to better 
understand how we treat 
the new technology. Seeing 
our data gathered and 
processed, the relationship 
between Pendulus and the 
humans visiting it becomes 
a point of interest. As we 
stare through the bars 
of the cage, ask yourself… 
who is on the inside – the 
robot or us? Who is the 
real guinea pig here?

‘Affinity in Autonomy: Pendulus’ by Sony
Exhibited at the V&A

“As we stare through the bars of 
the cage, ask yourself… who is 
on the inside – the robot or us?”
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Perhaps to slow the pace 
of consumption, or to find 
a slower, more meditative 
way of working, taking 
time to appreciate the 
process of designing and 
connecting with materials 
through hand-making is a 
strong trend this year.

The Legacy Project at the 
V&A commissioned 10 
pieces of furniture, all 
crafted from American 
Red Oak. The project 
was curated with the 
intention of creating an 
enduring relationship 

Man Made

between owner and 
product, inspiring them 
to pass them on to future 
generations. To enhance 
the bond between the 
product and the owner, the 
designer worked closely 
with the commissioner 
throughout the design 
process. We enjoyed 
the calming video that 
described the making 
process behind the 
projects - focusing on 
the specialist handling of 
the material by the wood 
experts, Benchmark, and 
the human hands they 
employed to craft it.

Human

Top & Bottom Right: ‘Postboxes’ Jack Mama and Nina 
Tolstrup of Studiomama comissioned by by Tiago Almeida 
Hans Ulrich Obrist for the Serpentine Galleries 
Exhibited at V&A museum

‘Valet’ by Max Lamb for Maria Balshaw 
of Tate. Exhibited at the V&A museum  
©️ Petr Krejci Photography
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Eunhye Ko’s work, 
exhibited at Turbulent 
Times CSM show, also 
reflects this message. 
She re-made the classic 
household hairdryer and 
vacuum cleaner using 
materials such as ceramic 
and wicker. Her decision to 
swap out fast-consuming 
plastics for craft materials 
causes us to re-assess our 
attitude towards mass-
consumed products and 
ask: if the processes behind 
them are hand-made, 
would we treat them with 
more respect?

Exploring the connection, 
not just with materials, 
but also with location 
and community, Martino 
Gamper’s Disco Carbonara 
takes its title from the 
former purpose of Coal 

Man Made

Above: ‘Crafting Industry’ by Eunhye Ko 
Exhibited at the Lethaby Gallery as part of 
the Designing in turbulent times exhibition

Left: ‘Disco Carbonara’ by Martino Gamper 
and supported by Samsung KX. View from 
Design Junction  

Human

Drops Yard as an area of 
late-night entertainment 
and the translation of the 
word Coal into Italian – 
‘Carbon.’ Designed as a 
gateway to the Coal Drops 
Yard development and built 
entirely from reclaimed 
or waste materials, the 
haphazard ‘marquetry’ 
is hand-crafted and the 
structure hand-built.

“if the processes behind 
them are hand-made, 
would we treat them 
with more respect?”
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Woman Made

Building on the well-
documented trend for 
female empowerment 
and equality, the design 
world is also beginning to 
address the gender balance. 

Celebrating a spectrum of 
female creative heritage, 
the Roksanda Penthouse 
- at the top of the Kings 
Cross Gasholders building 

- was opened to the public 
for LDF19. The interior, 
designed by fashion 
designer Roksanda Ilincic 
is supported by a curated 
selection of furniture, art 
and ceramics from female 
artists and designers such 
as Charlotte Perriand 
and Caroline Denervaud. 
Tapping into the wealth 
of talent and work offered 
by the exclusively female 
design line-up the 
exhibition highlights the 
kind of opportunities that 
have, historically, been  
the accepted privilege of  
male designers.

The designers of the 
inspirational WikiD 
Project, exhibited at 
the Beazley Designs 
of the Year, are actively 
correcting Wikipedia posts 
that fail to acknowledge 
the role of women in 
architecture. By entering 
over 200 influential 
female architects into 
the system and, where 
appropriate, changing 

Human

“the exhibition 
highlights the kind 
of opportunities that 
have, historically, 
been the accepted 
privilege of male 
designers.”

Right: ‘Elvie’ by ValeriaGarcia 
Exhibited at the Design Museum as part of 
the Baezley of the Year Exhibition 
Bottom Left: Chromat AW19 ‘Climatic’ 
Collection by Becca McCharen Tran 

Top: ‘Who Are You Here To See?’ 
Mona Chalabi
Using data describing museum 
attendants in the USA, Chalabi 
created Illustrations 
about the diversity of the 
institution audiences.

women’s biographies from 
descriptions such as ‘wife’ 
to ‘designer,’ the initiative 
aims to adjust the male-
dominated profession.

Hands-free breast pumps 
and body-positive 
swimwear were also 
on show at the Designs 
of the Year, alongside a 
biodegradable pregnancy 
test. Identified as the first 
holistic re-design of the 
pregnancy test for thirty 
years, it is a long overdue 
answer to a problem that 
has been quietly ignored.

Thanks to start-ups and 
fresh entrepreneurial spirit, 
the world of business is 
beginning to understand 
that opportunities are to 
be found by catering to 
everyone. Whilst women 
are just one facet of this 
change in attitude, the 
results could be seen in 
the diversity of products 
that have recently been 
designed to solve problems 
unique to women.



12‘Penthouse’ by Roksanda Ilinicic ©️ Michael Sinclair. View from the King’s Cross Design District
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Human

As global uncertainty and 
disruptive technology 
clouds our lives, so the 
desire to relax and connect 
to our surroundings 
thrives. Accentuated by 
the increased awareness 
of the benefits of mental 
wellbeing, we have noticed 
a drive towards design that 
stimulates our senses and 
heightens our emotions. 

Tom Dixon’s multi-sensory 
lab Touchy Smelly Feely 
Noisy Tasty explored 
each of our senses 
through interactive and 
collaborative projects, talks 
and workshops. Installed 
in Coal Drops Yard, the 
experience guided the 
visitor on a stimulating 
journey to discover the 
scent, fragrances, flavours, 
colours and textures of the 
future, with each corner 
of the studio dedicated to 

a different sense. In one 
arcade Scottish fabric 
mills Bute, known for their 
radical colour palette and 
highly textured woven 
fabrics, were showcasing 
their weaving techniques. 
In the Smelly area visitors 
were invited to appreciate 
the odour of the Douglas 
Fir tree, so often used in 
Dinezen’s Danish wooden 
floor product range.

Top Left & Right: ‘Touchy Smelly 
Feely Noisy Tasty ’ by Tom Dixon 
Bottom Left: ‘Take the Plunge’ by 
Volume Creative in collaboration 
with Virgin Voyages

Making Sense

“As global uncertainty and 
disruptive technology 
clouds our lives, so the 
desire to relax and connect 
to our surroundings thrives.” 



Top: Haberdashery, Dawn To Dusk  
Right: ‘Iri-Descent’ Liz West
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Human

Making Sense
Exploring the more 
scientific side of sensory 
design, Liz West’s project 

“Iri-Descent” at Fortnum 
and Mason has been 
designed using Neuro-
aesthetic principles.
A cuboid-stacked skeleton 
clad with dichromatic film, 
the installation appears to 
change colour as visitors 
move up or down the 
staircase and around the 
atrium. The two-colour 
variations, from pink to 
blue – warm to cool – offer 
a multi-coloured range 
of hues. Being highly 
reflective, the installation 
mirrors its surroundings, 
igniting our imaginations 
and perceptions. 

In Haberdashery’s product 
range ‘Dawn to Dusk,’ 
dramatized nature inspired 
a spatial experience 
designed to amplify our 
emotions. The disc-shaped 
light source changes colour, 
mimicking sunlight as it 

moves up and down the 
product stem. Beginning 
with soft peach tones as 
it rises, the lamp shifts 
through red, then orange, 
turning bright white at the 
peak of its ascent.

In a similar vein, “Take the 
Plunge” is a stand-alone 
immersive experience 
using multi-sensory 
techniques to capture the 
joy of an oceanic journey. 
Designed by Volume 
Creative in collaboration 
with Virgin Voyages, the 
interactive project shows 
the power of design to 
evoke curiosity and calm.

By helping us submerge 
ourselves in emotive 
experiences and moments 
of inner physiological 
discovery, Neuro-
aesthetics could prove a 
welcome remedy to our 
21st century anxieties.
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“As designers, we look at everything. We determine 
the shape, the colours and the aesthetics of a space 
before anything else. (…) But here in the Coal Office 
we wanted to explore the role that all our other - 
often lesser recognised senses - contribute to our 
experiences of design; the smell and the taste of a 
place, the textures and tone of a space, the sound of 
an interior or the weight of an object – or even the 
most intangible of all – the sixth sense.”

Tom Dixon
Interview for Touchy Smelly Feely 

Noisy Tasty  as part of Design Junction
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Habitat
The environment around us and 
the systems that hold it together
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Primary

Activist

Raw

Assertive 

Trend Expressions
Clockwise from top left: 
‘Life Labyrinth’ by PATTERNITY 
‘Please be seated’ by Paul Cocksedge 
‘Never Lost’ by Emily Forgot 
‘GreenTrail’ by Jessica Duggan
‘Walala Lounge’ by Camille Walala  
commissioned 

‘Non Pavillion’ by  Studio MICAT Habitat
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As urban populations 
increase day-on-day, the 
way that cities work for 
the people that live there 
increases in importance. 

The technology that 
delivers services and 
infrastructure to these 
cities is experienced by 
most urbanites every day. 
Discussing this technology, 
in a talk organised by 
LDF and The Dots, was 
Alexandra Deschamp 
Soniso, Ben Terret and 
Ross Atkin. 
 
As the conversation 
‘Smart futures: AI and our 
environment,’ unfolded, 
the consensus across the 
panel was that, whatever 
‘smart’ is, it should tame 
infrastructure and solve 
genuine problems - in 

cities, suburbs and rural 
areas alike. It should be 
applied with purpose 
and in the knowledge 
that smart doesn’t always 
have to be ‘smart’ in the 
technological sense.

One example of ‘smart’ 
working for people was 
a project on show at 
Beazley’s Designs of 
the Year. Chris Hildrey’s 
Proxy Address Project 
matches those faced 
with homelessness with 
an empty property. The 
address can then be used 
as a proxy to acquire 
identity documents, social 
benefits and banking 
services that would be 
otherwise unavailable  
to those without home  
and postcode.

Habitat

“whatever ‘smart’ 
is, it should tame 
infrastructure and solve 
genuine problems”

Smart Cities

Top: ‘Proxy Address’ by Chris Hildrey  
View from Beazley’s Designs of the Year 

Right: ‘Amorepacific architectural branding’ 
by Pentagram 
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This design-dialogue 
around how cities best 
serve their inhabitants is in 
perpetual evolution. This 
is beautifully illustrated by 
Do So Huh’s film of Robin 
Hood Gardens – a time-
lapse documentation of the 
dismantling of one half of 
a building, as filmed from 
the levels of the other. The 
infamous Brutalist housing 

Habitat

‘Robin Hood Garden’ by Do So Huh. 
View from the V&A museum

estate, built in 1972, was 
designed to “reframe the 
relationship between 
society, architecture and 
urbanism.” The debate 
surrounding the success 
of this mission is a heated 
one and some of the 
inhabitants of Robin 
Hood Gardens were very 
happy to see the building 
destroyed in 2015. But 
this utopian vision of 
urban living has not lost 
its appeal, it has simply 
evolved. The ‘smart’ that 
technology offers us is 
the latest in a long history 
of promises to solve the 
world’s problems through 
dwellings and offices. 
With the failed mission 
of Robin Hood Gardens 
fresh our minds, will 
our generation’s visions 
of a smart utopia still be 
standing in 50 years?

“The ‘smart’ that technology 
offers us is the latest in a long 

history of promises to solve 
the world’s problems through 

dwellings and offices.”

Smart Cities
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Helping us find space 
for our thoughts, despite 
the crowded city and 
accompanying soundscape, 
there was a strong trend for 
oases of calm at LDF this 
year. In Broadgate Circus, 
Paul Cocksedge’s Please 
Be Seated helped the 
workers of the Square Mile 
kick back and socialise on 
his reclaimed structure. 
Undulating somewhere 
between architecture and 
furniture, the installation 
was in symbiosis with its 
surroundings. 

Across Westminster 
Cathedral’s piazza, 
Patternity’s Labyrinth 

Slowing 
Down

offered a chequered 
resting place. Bringing 
a little piece of meadow 
to the pavement, a stroll 
or a sit down among the 
wildflowers offered a 
couple of minutes of peace.

A second labyrinthine 
structure, built on the 
forecourt of the Citizen M 
hotel in Shoreditch, was 
Emily Forgot’s ‘Never Lost’- 
a playful mini-maze, which 
despite its name, provided 
another opportunity to 
lose oneself in bright colour 
and shelter from the swarm 
of the streets.
Similarly, Camille Walala’s 
installation on South 

Molten Street was a bold 
and colourful takeover. 
Giving the pedestrianised 
road an additional boost by 
way of seating and planting, 
it was almost disappointing 
that, on this occasion, 
there was no traffic for the 
colours to fight against.

As city populations rise, 
space decreases and 
people are squashed into 
corners or pushed further 
from the centre, it is likely 
that inner city sanctums 
will become a permanent 
and necessary part of our 
daily routines. 

“As city populations 
rise... inner city 
sanctums will become 
a permanent and 
necessary part of our 
daily routines.”

Habitat

Top: ‘Please be Seated’ by Paul Cocksedge
Left: ‘Life Labyrinth’ by PATTERNITY at Westminster 
Cathedral Piazza 
Right: ‘Never Lost’ by Emily Forgot, comissioned by citizenM



21‘Walala Lounge’ by Camille Walala commissioned by Grosvenor Britain & Ireland. View from South Molton Street
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“Cities are 
already really 
smart... What 
problem is a 

‘smart city’ the 
answer to?”

Ben Terret
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Planet
The earth that we live on
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Lab Grown

Biofabricated 

Living

Translucent

Trend Expressions
Clockwise from top left: 
‘Post-fuel’ by Jesper Eriksson 
‘Get Onboard: Reduce. Reuse. Rethink’ by 
PriestmanGoode 
‘Slime Mould’ by Piero D’angelo 
‘Aquafaba Bioplastic’ by Paul Nerlich   
‘Algae experiment’ by Carolyn Raff
Algae experiment’ by Carolyn RaffPlanet
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Planet

Biodiversity
With climate change 
threatening both the 
natural environment and 
our living spaces, designers 
at LDF were showing that 
they have the skills and 
imagination to support the 
natural world and nurture 
the biodiversity of our 
unique planet. 

Commissioned by 
strategist Jane Withers, 
the Brompton Biotopia 
comprised a series 
of projects and talks 
exploring the ways that 
we can respect the natural 
world and minimise 
our human impact on 

the environment. From 
animal habitats to climate 
change testimonials, the 
overarching question that 
the Brompton Biotopia 
sought to answer was: 
how can we learn from 
and protect our natural 
environment? 

A global scientific review 
of insect populations has 
revealed that more than 
40% of insect species 
are declining, a third are 
endangered, and the 
total mass of insects is in 
general decline by 2.5% per 
year. Marlène Huissoud 
has made her first chair to 

“help insects find a refuge 
within the city, protecting 
and offering them a suitable 
environment for their needs.” 
The chair-habitats are 
fungus-like in appearance, 
made of non-fired clay and 
coated with a natural, white 
pigment. Marlène designed 
these new insect homes 
based on materials and 
colours that insects prefer in 
their natural environment. 
Bringing a new definition to 
the term biomorphism, this 
goes beyond style towards 
design action that can help 
us support local wildlife.

“Bringing a new 
definition to the 
term biomorphism”

Clockwise from above: Brompton Biotopia: 
Marlene Hissoud Please Stand By; Interaction 
Research Studio Nature Scenes.
V&A- Legacy: Marlène Huissoud Beehave. 
‘Imbrication’ by Katalina Caliendo.
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Planet

Biodiversity
Another captivating 
project under the theme of 
Brompton Design District’s 
‘Nature/Nurture,’ was a 
series of wildlife habitats 
designed and installed to 
support urban biodiversity. 
By hiding cameras in 
the everyday structures 
of their neighbourhood, 
designers from the 
Interaction Research 
Studio encouraged users 
to document their local 

nature. A research project 
that runs outside of LDF, 
the project’s website, 
MyNatureWatch, offers 
instructions on how to 
create an affordable 
camera using simple 
and cheap components, 
making it accessible to 
anyone. The cameras can 
then be positioned near 
food sources to capture 
wildlife feeding.

Top Left: ‘Nature Scenes’ by Interaction Re-
search Studio at Goldsmiths 
Bottom: ‘Ile Rodrigues, Low coffee table’ by 
Francesco Maria Messina

“designed and 
installed to support 
urban biodiversity.”
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Biomaterials
Despite the connotations 
of the word, many 
biomaterials today are 
not fabricated using 
biotechnology. However, 
as the imperative to find 
sustainable solutions 
increases, so the world of 
genuinely bio-fabricated 
materials is booming. 

In the hope of shaping 
a more resilient world, 
brands and designers are 
harnessing the material 
properties of micro-
organisms like bacteria, 
fungi and algae. From 
sweat-generated patterns 
by Rosie Broadhead in 
‘Skin II’ to lab-grown 
iridescent sequins by 
Elissa Brunato, the 
projects on display show 
a trend for biologically 
‘grown’ products that 
are both sustainable and 
consumer-facing. These 
new opportunities reveal 
a world of possibility for 

Planet
“These new 
opportunities reveal 
a world of possibility 
for biotechnology to 
drive both new ways 
of making and new 
aesthetics.”

‘Bio Iridescent Sequin’  by Elissa Brunato

biotechnology to drive both 
new ways of making and 
new aesthetics.

In his project ‘Slime Mould,’ 
Piero D’angelo explores how 
a simple biological life form, 
Physarum Polycephalum, 
could be used to produce 
a number of wearable 
applications. 
The unicellular organism 
multiplies itself across the 
substrates it is attracted to 
and avoids substrates that 
repel it. By controlling the 
distribution of the attracting 
and repelling substrates, 
the RCA graduate was 
able to generate a kind of 
living printed textile as the 
Physarum grew according to 
the patterns he made with 
the substrates. The result 
is a colourful and textured 
grow-it-yourself collection. 

Rosie Broadhead Skin II
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Beyond decorative 
applications, biomaterials 
can also perform life-
depending functional 
processes. Shown in the 
Brompton Quarter, the 
Bio-Integrated Design 
Lab created a modular 
tile system, inlaid with 
algae that has the ability 
to purify contaminated 
water. Through a process 
called bioremediation the 
micro-organisms consume 
environmental pollutants, 
without which they 
would be unable to grow. 
Mimicking the structure 
of leaves, the fan-shape of 
the tiles includes a series 
of vein-like channels, that 

distribute water evenly. 
Each tile is made simply by 
pressing clay into moulds 
to create an architectural 
product that could be 
used in areas of the world 
that have no access to 
drinkable water. 

By combining design, 
technology and science, 
biodesign is being used 
to overcome what can’t 
necessarily be solved with 
traditional manufacturing 
techniques and materials. 
A sector in its infancy,  
we are only scratching  
the surface of all that 
micro-organisms have  
to offer humankind.

Planet

Top & left: ‘Slime Mould’ by 
Piero D’angelo 
Nature/Nurture: Bio-Inte-
grated Design Lab- Indus

Biomaterials



29Indus by he Bio-Integrated Design Lab. Exhibited at Brompton Design District
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Biobusiness

Planet

Left: Get Onboard: Reduce, Reuse, 
Rethink’ by Priestman Goode

Below: Maurizio Montalti - Mogu  

Looking far beyond the 
mono-directional plastic 
problem we recognised 
last year, designers are 
discovering a wealth of 
new opportunities to be 
exploited in the world of 
sustainable design.

Addressing the 
sustainability issues 
around air travel, 
flight-weight and fuel 
consumption was 
Priestman Goode’s ‘Get 
Onboard,’ exhibited at 
the Design Museum. The 
trend for experience over 
possession has been well 
documented, leading to 
a shift away from the 
ownership of things. But 
the love of international 
travel and specifically 
flying – a significant 
facet of the consumption 
of experiences – is not 
environmentally guilt-

“Whilst biomaterial experiments 
are generally very interesting, they 
will only truly disrupt the market 
when they are scalable and able to 
compete commercially.”

free. Curated as a series 
of questions about what 
is genuinely needed on a 
flight, strategies for weight 
reduction were proposed 
alongside a re-think on the 
structure and materiality of 
the in-flight meal tray.

As the realities of our 
climate become harder 
to ignore, people are 
becoming more receptive 
to bio-based products 
or services that offer 
impactful, sustainable 
alternatives. At the Global 
Design Forum, designer 
Maurizio Montalti, co-
founder of Mogu, was 
invited to talk about the 
challenges of ‘making 
biodesign a commercial 
reality.’ Developed for 
interiors, the material 
is ‘grown’ to suit the 
application. When soft and 
foam-like, the mycelium - 

fed on upcycled textile lint 
- is used as acoustic panels. 
When hard and highly 
dense, they can be coated 
and used as flooring tiles. 
During his speech Montalti 
revealed that his tiles were 
the first fire and moisture-
proof mycelium-based 
products available on the 
market, which meant that 
they could be rolled out 
across architecture and 
interior projects. 

Whilst biomaterial 
experiments are generally 
very interesting, they 
will only truly disrupt 
the market when they 
are scalable and able to 
compete commercially. By 
overcoming the challenges 
of regulation, Mogu’s 
mycelium could have real 
impact and offer a mass 
market alternative.
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Suzanne Lee kicked 
off her showcase at 
Open Cell by presenting 
exemplary products using 
biotechnologies that are 
already available on the 
market. Both North Face 
and Omega have launched 
products using AMsilk, 
a precision engineered 
microbe that generates a 
material similar to natural 
spider silk. Noting the 
R&D status of some of the 
other projects on show, 
it’s clear that there is still 
some way to go before 
these technologies present 
feasible, commercial 

Planet

Biobusiness

Above: Suzanne Lee Talk: Omega NATO watch strap 
Right: North Face Spider Jacket

“indicators suggest that these 
new materials will play a big 
role in our future and that 
there is real traction behind 
the business of sustainability.”

options. But as Lee said 
“Dupont took about 60 
years to develop Nylon.” 
The good news is it’s likely 
to take new bio businesses 
less time to reach the  
mass market. 

As big brands use 
biodesign in commercial 
projects – for architecture 
and fashion to name just 
a few – indicators suggest 
that these new materials 
will play a big role in our 
future and that there is 
real traction behind the 
business of sustainability.



32

“Biomaterial is 
the material of 
the fair, this year.”

Suzanne Lee
In conversation at Open Cell
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Events like the LDF play a key role in educating the 
design industry on the technologies and ideas that 
could improve the wellbeing of people and provide 
solutions to our environmental crisis. The impact 
of these socio-economic and political trends are 
not limited to the design industry and the wider 
population is very aware of the need for sustainable 
solutions, equality and wellbeing. 

The involvement of the non-design-public in the LDF, 
however, is limited. It bears no resemblance to the 
active national participation we see at Milan’s annual 
design fair, where Italians - irrespective of profession 
- make their way to Milan to see the design world on 
parade. To give the London Design Festival more 
meaning, how can we widen its scope to include those 
beyond our professional corner and reach a greater 
number of people?

The custom for dismantling the show after the week 
of exhibiting seems counter-intuitive in the current 
climate. We would love to see the longevity of the 
show increased. Some of the more popular public 
exhibits, like Paul Cocksedge’s Please Be Seated could 
widen public exposure to the festival. Doubly justified 
in the face of sustainability, this would also extend the 
life of the exhibits. 

As we were travelling across London, we noticed that 
signposting for LDF is really limited to audiences that 
already know about it. People like us – regular visitors 
of museums like the V&A and readers of design blogs 
and periodicals – already predisposed to visiting the 
festival – are well targeted. 

And whilst the effort to spread the event across the city 
has resulted in a diverse and rich set of festival locations, 
we know from personal and professional experience that, 
when it can take over an hour to get from one location to 
the next, the challenge of traversing London to visit them 
all often outweighs the motivation.

How can LDF overcome these barriers? With the huge 
investments – money, effort, time and precious materials 
– and given the importance of the sustainable narrative, 
is it not essential that the LDF has a legacy that extends 
beyond the annual short week that the event currently 
occupies? We hope that the London Design Festival 
evolves to attract an audience as rich and diverse as the 
event it has grown to be.

“With the huge investments – money, 
effort, time and precious materials... 
is it not essential that the London 
Design Festival has a legacy that 
extends beyond the short week that 
the event currently occupies?”
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