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PHOLDING LIGHTNESS

Interview with Francesca Lanzavecchia and Hunn Wai of Lanzavecchia + Wai

Multi-award-winning Italian and Singaporean duo Francesca Lanzavecchia and Hunn Wai

are among the most promising young design talent working in East Asia today, boldly tackling
complex issues with their own unique brand of humour. They spoke to KJ Associate Editor
Lucinda Cowing online from Singapore, two days into Design Week, on their latest collaboration,
the challenges in taking advantage of new technologies, and the tools the next generation

of designers need to navigate their ever-changing field.



LucinbA CowiNa: I understand you are
taking part in Singapore Design Week at the
moment and that your new PLAYplay series
being exhibited here came out of a collabora-
tion with a local furniture restorer.

Could you tell me about that?

HunN Wa: Journey East is a 21 year-old fur-
niture company that has always brought in
vintage and reclaimed wood furniture, and
two years ago they decided to address a mar-
ket that they thought needed addressing: of
first-time homeowners and young families.
When these customers came enquiring about
a solid wooden table they found it was out of
their budget, which the owners thought was
a waste of interest. We also felt that in this
part of Asia there is an oversupply of Scandi-
navian furniture...

FRANCESCA LANzAVECCHIA: Which, most of the
time, doesn’t really answer the needs of the
homeowners: size-wise, or material-wise. For
instance, wool is so fine that in a tropical cli-
mate it doesn’t really make much sense.

HW: Maybe if you turn the AC on I guess!

FL: So we worked with them [Journey East]
to try to define the spirit of a collection
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Austerity — Edible furniture for a time of crisis.



that these homeowners could feel they truly
own, and that really represents the essence

of South-East Asia. To them it was a big step
from being retailers to becoming producers
for this collection. Though it was our project,
we brought them in with us during the whole
process.

HW: It was also about respecting the her-
itage of Journey East. The owners are very
free-spirited. Their showroom is like their
living room, so to anyone who comes in they
will offer a glass of wine, and talk. Even if you
don’t buy anything, you absolutely fall in love
with the place. So we worked really well in
that sense; there was no boundary between
client and designer, rather it was four friends
just trying to make this happen.

“I think lightness is needed in the
world we are heading into;
we are moving towards more and

more sophisticated problems.”
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Austerity — Edible furniture for a time of crisis.

FL: We travelled to Indonesia together to
source for the producers. It was really a com-
plete design process, a design journey.

LC: So in that respect, was this collaboration
quite different from others that you had done
in the past?

FL: Yes. In a way we feel you get so much
more “flavour” when you are able to control
the whole process, from sourcing the material
all the way through to how the products are
communicated. For us it was the first time we
curated the whole collection: sales, website,
photography and video. The project started
about two years ago.

LC: I get the impression that humour is really
the hallmark of your work, would you agree?
It seems to come through in the Play collec-
tion, but even your Austerity series seems to
be quite a humorous way of approaching a
subject as serious as food shortages.



FL: We like to call it “lightness,” like Calvino mentioned
in his discourse'; it is a way to bring some positive
thinking into the world. We need that lightness also to
approach themes that are maybe too heavy to be ap-
proached by designs alone, so we try to turn it the other
way around and look at things from another perspec-
tive.

HW: I think lightness too is needed in the world we are
heading into; we are moving towards more and more
sophisticated problems. For design to have a bigger im-
pact, you have to handle more macro-scale things, so a
certain lightness has to be maintained. When we speak
with collaborators, we tell them we are here to help
them dream and manifest those dreams in a manage-
able, scaleable formats.

LC: Speaking of helping people dream, your projects
encompass both ready-to-use projects and speculative
projects, so how do you strike that balance and what do
you find those projects have in common?

1 Writer and philosopher Italo Calvino (1923-1985) said of lightness in Six Memos
for the Next Millennium that “..the search for lightness [is] a reaction to the weight
of living”, and “Whenever humanity seems condemned to heaviness, I think I should
fly like Perseus into a different space. I don’t mean escaping into dreams or into the

\I\;I eta;nlc? rfosi irrational. I mean that I have to change my approach, look at the world from a differ-
Fe?e a- ent perspective, with a different logic and with fresh methods of cognition and verifi-
PL:OL;:::S?:SIng cation. The images of lightness that I seek should not fade away like dreams dissolved

by the realities of present and future..”



FL: Well what they do have in common is the
way we research and reach things. Regard-
less of the final aim—whether for a gallery

or mass production, and certainly we have to
build it in different ways or give it a different
shape—the thinking behind it is mostly the
same. We come from both a conceptual de-
sign and industrial design background. We
like to follow that fine line between them, but
I think people will more and more need prod-
ucts with a strong story, with a strong mean-
ing, and that they will fall in love with.

HW: And that they can consume too. You
have to be able to consume, to possess an ob-
ject. True, powerful design should be like a
glass in your hand and you should be able to
use it every day. For that, you do need busi-
ness components, mass production consider-
ations—there’s no escaping that. How I see it
is that we have a cloud above our heads filled
with things that we just pull down, so it could
be things that we've researched like for the el-
derly or for childcare, this crossover between
accessibility and furniture, accessibility and
technology. We put together whatever com-
bination or cocktail is needed for the context,
and it's always an application context.

20

FL: At the end of the day the language you
communicate with that decides what the
public we are addressing is. You can go
deeper; usually you can read our work in
many layers, but it really depends on who
we are addressing.

HW: These days, if we talk about creating real
value and real innovation, it's even about de-
fining the context itself: as in designing the
problem and then designing for that problem.
That’s the fun part of it. It's not so straight-for-

Together Canes - Walking aids for living,
not just mobility.



Rhizaria & Biophila for EXNOVO -
3D-printed lamps for the launch of
Design-Apart NYC.

“I'm a little afraid of the
‘anyone can be a
designer” idea; that in-
stead of being something
that will help us to
consume less, it will
produce a lot of waste
instead.”
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ward anymore; if we are just asking the same

questions about the same issues, then we will
be beating around the same bush when really
the bush is somewhere over there.

LC: With regards to mass production, a num-
ber of your projects have been created using
3D-printing, and the possibilities of 3D-print-
ing are a hot topic within design at the mo-
ment, particularly with its potential for open-
source design and rapid prototyping. How do
you see 3D-printing developing in the coming
years and how do you see it benefiting your
practice?

FL: A few years ago we expected anyone
would have owned a 3D printer (which we
don’t own yet) for our design practice the
greatest benefit is to be able to prototype any-
thing very quickly and in a very accurate way
to check both proportions and functionality
of the objects we design or simply small fea-
tures like joineries and buttons.

Regarding the spread of the 3D printers, I
am a little afraid that instead of being some-
thing that will help us to consume less, it will
produce a lot of waste instead. With the idea
that “anyone can be a designer” the risk is
that everyone will start printing, for example,
disposable glasses for their birthday party, or
stuff for their kids. I am sure there be further
developments from an ecological point of
view as well as not everyone is aware of the
fact that the plastic that we print now might
be hazardous for our health... before becom-
ing really mainstream 3D printing still needs
a lot of adjustments.

HW: Right now I guess we are in the novelty
phase. It is a vastly more democratic way of
seeing something that you build through to
reality, but it needs specialists to fine-tune it
for production. The technology came out the
industrial design sector and was primarily for



prototyping, but now when it comes to transi-
tioning from that to a final product state, it is
still difficult to move beyond trinkets.

FL: The other thing that is not always kept in
consideration is that products are not simply
“shapes” Anyone can draw a lampshade, print
it out, and it’s and feel like “it’s done”. To pro-
duce a real product much more things have
to be taken into account... Shape is just one
of them. Heat dissipation for instance is a big
issue for lamps and as we designed our 3D
printed lamps we had to do a lot of testing re-
garding it. The polymer it is printed of would
turn yellow and become brittle if the heat is
not well dissipated.

One of 3D printing most interesting feature is
the possibility do design flexible and scalable
systems. For instance, our partly-glass lamp
is printed much smaller than it really is, but
only when you lift it up does it change shape.
Being able to print something that lies in be-
tween a textile and a rigid shape is the stron-
ger side of 3D printing..

HW: Many designers right now are trying to
figure out what the new natural application
for 3D printing could be. If you think about
a material like wood for example, there is
certain a way to cut it, treat it and respect it,
but now you have this two-faced thing that

A Day in the Life of V.M. on Earth - Space Quilt.




we don’t know what to do with; and 3D printed objects have
a certain sleekness that is somewhat disconcerting. There are
many interesting experiments happening by many designers,
such as printing in clay, and introducing error [diffusion?]
algorithms.

FL: I think we both talking about having the flexibility of a
system here, instead of perfection of the final result.

LC: And of course you do make use of natural materials as
well, so do you feel high levels of craftsmanship still have a
place in modern design?

FL: We think it must do, given our culture and past. We like
to think that both things can coexist, even in the same prod-

uct. Our lamps for instance are mouth-blown glass from Ven-

ice and half 3D printed. Why not?
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A Day in the Life of V.M. on Earth -
Space Quilt. “Like a mantra, on each
woven golden Mylar strip is hand-
stamped repeatedly in absolute chrono-
logical order, the individual names of
objects encountered, touched, or used.
A seemingly mundane fragment of life
is then sealed, given permanence.”
Commissioned for Another Terra.
Home away from home.



“We need to train

the next generation to be
thinkers and

be sensitive to the world
around them, because
we cannot afford to keep
producing just more stuff,
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H\: Or to weave sensors into carpets or
beautiful tapestries.. It's more “why not?”
rather than “stop stop, we need to draw some
borders!”

LC: One project that stood out for me was
One Day in the Life of VM on Earth which
looks at the idea of literally imprinting some-
one’s identity onto an object, recording all the
mundane events of their life. I wonder what
your philosophy is concerning personal iden-
tity and the objects we live with every day;
how important a consideration is this as com-
pared to other aspects of design like say, func-
tionality?

FL: The idea behind the project was to cre-
ate what would be the only object you could
bring together with you on the “New Earth”
The project was called Another Terra, for a
special exhibition in 2012. We asked our-
selves, “Would we bring an object with us,
or just the memory of that object?” What
we initially thought was: of course, if I did
bring an object I would bring something that
is functional—I would need some heat and
so forth—but what we really wanted was the
memory of the most ordinary day of earth
that would never be possible again on Ke-

pler 21-B. The things that go unnoticed, that
give us quality of life, everyday things like the
sound of my alarm clock—which is different
from yours. We were looking at how objects
can mould our attitudes and behaviour, and
also how things taken for granted can sud-
denly be taken away from you.

HW.:I think we are most interested in the re-
lationships we have with our objects and that
objects have with space: like how many steps
you take to go through the door. It is our

job to figure this out as designers, so we al-
ways design from the standpoint of what be-
haviours we choose or what lifestyles we want
to enable. That's becoming the way to move
forward, not “oh, let’s design a new table.”

FL: It is about the scale of intimacy we can
establish with an object too. In the case of An-
other Day of Earth, it is a very intimate object;
you can imagine it to be like a second skin of
memories that you can envelop yourself with
and brings you into a cloud of thoughts. It
could have been a completely different scale.

HW: It could have been architectural, like a
tent or...



UnCut for
Mondopasta -
Mono-spaghetto
for couples
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FL: Or just sounds in a room.

LC: And how about the influence of both your home cultures—
of Italy and Singapore respectively — how do they manifest in
your work? Do you feel that they do particularly?

FL: Our mums might have been getting angry at exactly the
same things, but these were very different ways we grew up:
from the colours to the climate. We like to think that we are
not that influenced by our background but it is impossible.

HW: Italy is a place that has centuries of history, but Singapore
is only 51 years old and we are constantly creating the future. I
think it's a nice contrast.

FL: We actually feed off each other. I come
here to find the freshness and he comes to Ita-
ly for the history. We like to travel, and we get
‘fed’ by every country that we go to. We have
projects in Indonesia, United States, Hong
Kong and when we visit clients we try to live
and perceive things as the locals do.

HW: It is a joy to learn about the motivations
of different cultures and ask what comforts
you, what makes you happy.

LC: A more generic question perhaps, but
what was your calling to design? How did you
end up what you’re doing?

HW: My first contact with design was a
matchbox 1985 Audi rally car. [ started fa-
natically drawing cars from Audi to Alpha
Romeo every day, and was convinced I was
going to be a car designer. Later, I wanted to
be an artist but my parents said no, theres no
money in that, maybe architecture is accept-
able. Then I got a prospectus for a university
in Singapore with a new course in industrial
design. I went to my uncle, a banker, to ask
what he thought, and he told me to go for

it. Architecture, on hindsight, would have
been tortuous because of the length of proj-
ects, but in industrial design you get to touch



many realms and work fast. I get bored pretty
quickly, so I need to move quickly!

FL: As for me, I have been collecting things
almost since [ was born. As a child I was
imagining in the year 2000 that the world
would explode and on my floating, heart-
shaped balloons I would bring all my things
with me. These days I care much less about
owning things, but it all started with a love
for objects. And I was one of those students
who was always drawing things at the back
of the class; I was better at visual things than
with words.

After high-school my parents were push-
ing me towards medicine while I wanted to
study Art. Fortunately when coming to a final
choice for my future career I chose design. I
am really happy it happened this way because
That’s a good way to put creativity to other
people’s service.Medicine and humanism al-
ways came back in my thesis first and the stu-
dio’s projects now.

LC: You both graduated from Eindhoven, the
highly-regarded academy, didn’t you? What
was your biggest takeaway from there was,
and what do you think might be important in
educating a new generation of designers?

Bubu Bench - inspired by its namesake, an Indonesian fish-trap.




FL: We were constantly asked to explain the
“why” of everything, until almost getting ob-
sessed by a topic and I think that this has been
very important for us. In my previous studies
in Italian university I was almost never re-
quired such a level of personal commitment
and involvement in the projects I did.

HW: You could be “chopped off ” at any point.
Adios! Ciao! It was immensely stressful, sur-
vivor-like conditions. You had to really know
why you were doing design! Each of us came
out stronger, but not without having our
ideas completely destroyed.

FL: To really understand what matters to us
as designers, we devoted one year of research
on a choosen topic. Eventually, having to
fight for our view-point against really harsh
critiques made us discover where we stand as
Design-ers. After the Master everything felt
like fresh water! Eindhoven was the first place
where we got into contact with so many
different cul-tures. Living together with more
that 20 dif-ferent nationalities as been
incredibly enrich-ing on both a professional
and personal level; difficulties brought us all
togheter trough the “worst” and best time of
our lives.
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HW: I teach part-time at the Art Academy

in Singapore. I think there has been a shift
and we are trying to handle problems bigger
than just a table and chair, or even issues like
whether an object still makes sense in these
shrinking urban flats. What we try to enforce
in education is to be research and insights
driven, to be informed by what the user needs
and crystallize it into something valuable. It

is also about transitioning as well. We need

to train them to be thinkers and be sensitive
to the world around them, because we can-
not afford keep producing just more stuff. Of
course we can choose to do so, to be ignorant,
but given how informed we are it’s just not
right.

I don't think I want to give the students
the full “Dutch treatment” because I think
they might crumble! At the end of the day
it is about creating confidence. Students
may open a café or go on to create the next
world-changing app with the same skill set. I
can show them my way of doing and viewing
things, but objectively speaking they need to
be able to find the tools for themselves. I can
open them up to possibilities in design, but it
is their own journey.

Kl

Marlies Peeters contributed research.
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