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Welcome to issue zero of Fruit of the Forest
design magazine.
Fruit of the Forest is a free quarterly magazine 
conceived and designed for the iPad, Internet 
and other digital media. It can be experienced 
as a multimedia magazine on a tablet, or down-
loaded and read in a linear format that can be 
printed out and stapled.

Fruit of the Forest looks at contemporary design 
and its incursions into the material and immate-
rial reality that surrounds us. There is a section 
dedicated to cities and to the paths we follow to 
navigate through them and to experience them. 
In each issue we will introduce new cities along-
side those that our “reporters” have already 
presented. 

Two main articles introduce points of view, ideas 
and theories on contemporary design. A series 
of columns on subjects ranging from graphic 
design to materials and history explore the abil-
ity of design to relate to the world, to aesthetics, 
and to technology. 
And finally, there is a collection of photographs, 
where we invite photographers to submit snap-
shots from their ramblings. 

This is issue zero, an issue where errors get 
turned into ideas.
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by ayaki aron hortz

 The only images 
that appear to represent 
the Tokyo megalopolis – 
with over thirteen million 
inhabitants, or an incred-
ible thirty million if the 
surrounding areas are in-
cluded – appear common-
place, and perhaps even 
banal. 

The busy Shibuya
X-crossing, for instance,

crisscrossed every three minutes by rivers of people and truly evoking a human-scale 
ants’ nest, or the quiet and immaculate Japanese gardens, traditionally known as 

COOK
WhAT YOU WANT,
WhEN YOU WANT

TOKYO  
MONJAYAKI
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There is sushi, of which Edo sushi is undoubtedly the most famous worldwide, 
but also the less well known, yet highly refined, kaiseki cuisine: the result of 
using only seasonal ingredients and stunning presentation on an infinite range of 
porcelain dishes, lacquered trays and traditional ceramics. There are examples 
of contemporary architecture that live happily next to traditional wooden Shinto 
shrines jinja or Buddhist temples tera.

These are just some of the most common mental images that are conjured up 
when thinking of Tokyo. They are also the very aspects that still astonish Western 
visitors who, although bemused, cannot help feeling that, as a whole, the reality 

T O K Y O

teien. Station masters squeezing commuters with their suits and ties into the bursting 
carriages of the underground. Young girls in cosplay, gothic-Lolitas in Harajuku, or girls 
working in maid cafés in Akihabara. The city of electronics and of otaku culture, but 
also elegant ladies in kimonos who are perhaps on their way to a tea ceremony and 
who provide an instant snapshot of the past. 

The cascade of neon signposts covering façades with boldly colored ideograms 
inevery shape and size or, elsewhere, representations of Shodo, the traditional Japa-
nese art of calligraphy. The drowning noise of the pachinko parlors with their exasper-
ating Japanese version of pinball machines and state-of-the-art video games. But also 
games of Shogi or Go played by experts and broadcast on TV during weekends.
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lacks a certain harmony and is laden with overwhelming contradictions. Our train of 
thought usually ends up perceiving a kind of blend between a country that’s unable 
to move on from its feudal past (which is still recent) and a nation that is both 
industrialized and technologically advanced.

Perhaps, in part, this is true.

But there are other reasons too, and that, beyond appearances, there is a 
fundamental and intrinsic value in perceiving as Japanese what could even be 
considered simply as chaotic.

In undertaking the very delicate job of being a good guide and also in attempting 

to present different images from those which, in my opinion, can be seen as design 
elements of this city, I realized the importance of first and foremost understanding 
the essence of the Japanese spirit. And therefore of Tokyo.
In order to fully appreciate the peculiarities of Tokyo we need to try to overcome 
that “alien” feeling that Japan to this day still conveys, but which ultimately could 
end up underestimated.

It would be belittling to walk around Tokyo in an area that is, say, reminiscent of
New York and simply think of it as a mere attempt to emulate that city. 
To understand Japanese design, we should start with at least an appreciation

T O K Y O
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of how historically, for better or 
for worse, Japan has had to face 
navigating through very different 
scenarios to the Western world, 
although endeavoring to learn lessons 
quickly and, in the end, conferring its 
own meaning to the term itself.

The title of this article was chosen 
precisely to 
evoke the 
apparent 
chaoticness, 
which,
I believe, is 
the primary 
symbol and 
charm of 
Tokyo.

Okono-miyaki 
(cook what you 
want, when 
you want) is a 

common Japanese dish, a kind of pan-
cake that can be filled with practically 
any ingredient – hence its name. In 
Tokyo there is the lesser-known version 
called monjayaki. On the one hand, it is 
an invitation to capture the (sometimes 
exotic) “ingredients” that I will intro-
duce – mostly in the form of images 
– and to “prepare” them as you see fit, 
and so discovering your own taste for 
Tokyo. On the other hand, it is also an 
invitation to create a blend of stimuli, 
perhaps with the same nonchalance 
with which a monjayaki in Tokyo can be 
filled with bacon, shrimp and octopus.

T O K Y O

ThIS ARTICLE WAS WRITTEN SEvERAL DAYS BEfORE
ThE EARThQUAKE Of MARCh 11, 2011 hIT JAPAN.
OUR SYMPAThIES GO OUT TO ThE COURAGEOUS
JAPANESE PEOPLE.
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 Imagine a huge 
white canvas placed on 
an artist’s doorstep. With 
time, although initially vir-
tually untouched, it starts 
to have some scratches, 
blemishes and faint traces 
on some parts. Yet, the 
artist does not touch or 
use this canvas for years, 
propping it up against the
studio wall in view every 

single day. Until one morning when color strokes start to appear and inspiration 
has taken over. The artist is finally ready to paint. 

by hala abdelmalak

BEIRUT
 LIfE ON WALLS

A fIvE ThOUSAND YEAR OLD
MULTI-DIMENSIONAL CITY
IS LIKE
AN OPEN
CANvAS
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This is Beirut today, a five-thousand-year-old multi-dimensional city that is like 
an open canvas. For years, street walls, bridge tunnels and scattered buildings 
were begging for life and had to be content with badly sprayed store signs and 
names of politicians more fit as toilet scribbles than street art. All of this started 
to change as color, social messages and designed graffiti were introduced. Today, 
the graffiti art scene is booming in a continuously tight and tense socio-political 
situation.

Historically, graffiti is usually any form of illicit expression, drawing or writing 
on a public surface that may or may not be gang-related. The dichotomy that 

exists around this form of creativity ranges from artistic considerations to notions 
of vandalism (but that is another story). Lebanese graffiti art started with three 
major contributing teams – P+G, REK and Ashekman. Heavily influenced by their 
Western counterparts, these young designers have frequently been expressing 
themselves through various visual styles.

Parekour+Graffiti (P+G), a group of friends spraying together since 2006, have 
turned all the empty walls of the streets of Beirut they can find into potential 
canvases. Their work is focused less on words and more on characters with an 
emphasis on bright and vivid colors, and they usually stay away from politics 
and such. 

B E I R U T
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The Red Eyed Kamikazes 
(REK) are the artists behind 
well-known key phrases 
like: “Beirut La Tamout” – 
Beirut Doesn’t Die, “Beirut 
Law Hakat” – If Beirut 
Spoke, and “Li Beirut” 
– For Beirut. These have 
become logotypes that 
have popped up in various 
places, even on handbags, 
promoting messages of 

unity and harmony. Influenced from the 
utterly chaotic situation in Beirut and trying 
to reclaim the streets by the average youth, 
REK are all about sharing the passion and 
love of this great city. Their style varies 
from visual icons to a modern Arabic fusion 
of calligraphy and type. Their work also 
includes Arabic that is mirrored in successful 
integration with the Latin alphabet.

One of the establishers of Beirut street art is Ashekman, a hip-hop Lebanese duo 
composed of twin brothers Omar and Mohamed Kabbani. As one of the pioneers 
in Lebanese Arabic graffiti with around ten years of experience, their work stands 
out from the crowd because it is based on modern Arabic typography. 

Unlike other groups, Ashekman’s work is influenced by pre-existing political 
writings. Militias in Beirut used to tag walls with their emblem during the war, 
marking their territories, and today various political leaders have their figures 
tagged in stencils all over the city. Ashekman’s politically influenced messages 
take certain innuendos and turn them to the group’s benefit. Examples range 
from “El Sheri’3 Elna” - The Street is Ours, (implying that they control the streets 
using their art as weapons), “El 3youn 3a Beirut” - All Eyes on Beirut (indicating 
that Beirut has become a playground for the regional powers), and their more 
recently dedicated graffiti for Gaza, “Gaza fi Qalbi” - Gaza in My Heart. 

Ashekman combines Arabic graffiti, urban graphics, calligraphy and Lebanese 

B E I R U T
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proverbs. Their work consists of Arabic graffiti (merging the common graffiti with 
Latin type to create a new style that includes Arabic typography) derived from 
various calligraphy styles and freestyle Arabic fonts.

Lebanon’s rich history has consequently produced a complex and rich basis 
of street visual iconography and aestheticism. The current new generation is 
expanding all of this image culture even more. Changes are systematic and 
intertwined – designers are being integrated into society, artists are increasingly 
respected for their work, and opportunities for creativity are growing. This is very 
evident amongst the youth that are creating change in the fields of art, design, 

film and music. All this emerging graffiti is a reflection of this migrating society. 
They portray on one hand an artistic vision and on the other, the spiritual, social, 
political and economic aspects of that individual’s society at a particular point in 
time. One proof that this has been extremely appreciated and admired is the fact 
that the police in Beirut do not stop these graffiti artists, they just leave them to 
it. It will be interesting to see what will happen when there is little space left for 
these artists, but one thing is for sure – Beirut is alive and kicking! 

B E I R U T



ThE CITY Of AIMLESS WANDERING –
ON ThE LOOKOUT fOR UNExPECTED 
ExPERIENCES AND INSIGhTS,
INSPIRED BY ThEIR
UNIQUENESS

MILANEMOTIONAL
INTELLIGENCE
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by marco tagliaf i erro

 The following is a 
quote by Cinzia Ruggeri 
found in a collection of 
writings on Bruno Munari
published by Abitare 
Segesta: “I stumbled
 across the Danese ‘shop’ 
at the age of fifteen dur-
ing one of my aimless city 
wanderings. I had barely 
set foot inside when some 
E.T. or other was already 
trying to make contact 

with me. And it was then, in the midst of these alien-friends, that I saw the little
white box. It was, to my eyes, a miraculous kit whose contents turned out to be a 

BRUNO MUNARI, PROIEzIONI DIRETTE, A ChILDREN EDITIONS, 1951
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real treasure: treasure with a small, as all true treasures should be. A collection of 
different colored translucent squares: the skeleton of a leaf, a feather, a shred of 
onion peel, a piece of nylon stocking. It was up to you to create the rest.”
(Su Munari, edited by B. Finessi, Milan 1999).

These were Bruno Munari’s Proiezioni dirette: original, luminous images, some 
larger, others smaller, which could be projected onto walls or ceilings in order 
to create dreams that came and went, depending on whether the projector was 
turned on or off. In fact, the kit also contained empty frames for creating your 
own slides with the items mentioned above. It was a wonderfully enlightening 
instrument that was described many years later as “emotional intelligence” 

by the American psychologist Daniel Goleman (his essay of the same name 
was published in 1995, whereas Proiezioni dirette can be dated to 1950 and 
was initially devised for a lecture Bruno Munari gave that same year at Harvard 
University). Emotional intelligence can be understood as our capacity to feel 
emotions, to be aware of them and, above all, to use them in order to improve 
our understanding of the world around us.
The history of design itself is brimming with insight, starting with the ability to 
recognize phenomena as extraordinary and unique, for the conditions in which 
they manifest themselves are never the same. Milan is a city that rewards aimless 
wandering in the search for unexpected attractions. Often, in fact, hidden behind 
M I L A N
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the austere façades of historical buildings, you will come across richly scented 
gardens and peculiarities of all sorts. In days past, communal buildings tended 
to house noisy multitudes of small businesses and family-run workshops, which 
today have been replaced by offshoots of important names in fashion or interior 
design. You can still find small workshops of sorts, but they are now run by young 
designers who prefer to call them ateliers and who, maybe because of the recent 
economic crisis, have transformed basements into charming studios and shops 
with the charisma of a new bohemia.

This is true for, among many others, Antonio Cos and his studio. Its feverish 
activities are performed with an extraordinary blend of skills that can be seen, for 
example, in his “vitreous collages,” created by cutting ordinary glass bottles with 

special tools and then 
re-assembling them. To 
complete the picture, 
a number of galleries 
stand out because of 
their dedication to 
blending techniques, 
demonstrated by 
the juxtaposition of 
diverse objects and 
environments.
Then there is that part of 
the city that has become 
known as Chinatown, the 
only cultural exception 
in the Milanese urban 
panorama, where one can 
find a display of materials 
normally considered 
incomparable: plastic 
laminates and briar-root 
laminates, linoleum 
and red brick, windows 
and workshops looking 

directly out onto the street, and areas with completely mismatched color schemes. 
Braque’s tones are to be found adjacent to the colors of a suburban café, or entire 

M I L A N

COURTESY GALLERIA LUISA DELLE PIANE
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skeins of fabric displaying the kitschiest of snakeskin weaves. But 
this network of streets is also home to a truly magical place: a 
space where everything seems possible, where you are likely to 

find the objects that you have always only dreamt of. This place is the Luisa delle 
Piane gallery: the secret garden of an elegant, bourgeois Milanese lady who is 
resolutely dedicated to the discovery of contemporary wonders.
And it is here that Cinzia Ruggeri is occasionally prone to a bout of creative 
freedom. Yes, that very same Cinzia Ruggeri who I quoted at the beginning of 
the article. She, who introduced the ferment of radical architecture into fashion 
design. The same Ruggeri about whom Dino Buzzati wrote: “On some days it 
rains Cinzia...” It is here that Cinzia Ruggeri, with her jazz-style improvisation and 
baroque creativity, gives shape to her dreams, putting together exhibitions that 

are undoubtedly worthy of One Thousand and One Nights.

Once inside the gallery, the visitor is greeted by a desk in resin 
and metal designed by Gaetano Pesce, an object which stands 
out because of its eclecticism and which exists as a genuine 
anthropological statement despite being based on something 
highly monumental. Once belonging to a graphic design office 
in New York, it is now kept company in this Milanese gallery by 
another rarity: a series of bathroom fittings designed by Antonia 
Campi and entirely hand-decorated with a floral pattern.

The distinctive feature of this gallery is its ability to display a bold balance 
of objects from the most diverse origins, both culturally and geographically. 
The spotlight is on a large penicillin-colored cupboard from a natural science 
museum. A doll-sized staircase has been inserted on the unpainted back of the 
cupboard. This acts as a setting for two Carlo Trevisani objects: a cork-top which 
spreads out to double-up as a kind of tray, and a lamp created from a piece of 
scrap produced when working with lead – a mistake.

ANTONIO COS DESIGN 
STUDIO, EMBOUTEILLAGE. 
PhOTO: EMANUELE BIONDI

CINzIA RUGGIERI,
DRESS DEDICATED TO
LEvY STRAUSS.
vICTORIA AND ALBERT 
MUSEUM COLLECTION

M I L A N
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 Many cities can be 
defined by the varying 
character of their neigh-
borhoods — for example
Le Marais in Paris, New 
York’s Lower East Side, or 
Jordaan in
Amsterdam. But in
Los Angeles, metropolis 
of automobiles, it makes 
more sense to consider 
character not by region, 
but by thoroughfare,
from the vantage point
of your car. 

LOS ANGELES
A fULL TANK
Of GAS

by lyra kilston

GRITTY OR PASTORAL, MOSTLY 
UNGLAMOROUS, PICO BOULEvARD 
EMBODIES ThE Off-SCREEN
REALISM AND ECLECTICISM
Of L.A. 
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In fact, when architectural critic Reyner Banham moved to Los Angeles from 
London in 1968, he famously wrote that, “like earlier English intellectuals who 
taught themselves Italian in order to read Dante in the original, I learned to drive 
in order to learn Los Angeles in the original.” So reading Los Angeles “in the 
original” requires a full tank of gas.
  
This sprawling city, framed by the smooth Pacific on one side and a crescent of 
hills on the other, doesn’t boast a neat grid of streets. And the major boulevards, 
which stretch for miles and miles (the longest snakes along for 42), possess no 
consistency of disposition; more commonly they meander through a range of 
populations and architectural styles so diverse as to be dizzying. Pico Boulevard, 

a bold street stretching from downtown to Santa Monica beach, is a perfect case 
study. Gritty or pastoral, mostly unglamorous, and not for tourists, Pico Boulevard 
embodies the off-screen realism and eclecticism of Los Angeles.

Named after Governor Pío Pico, the last governor who served under Mexican 
rule, Pico Boulevard is host to concentrations of many ethnicities, including 
Japanese, Korean, Persian, Jewish, African-American, Nicaraguan, Salvadoran, 
and Mexican. Our Pulitzer-winning food critic, Jonathan Gold, once spent a year 
trying to eat at every restaurant on Pico, starting with fried yucca at a Salvadoran 
place downtown, and ending with chili fries at the beach. 
L O S  A N G E L E S
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Pico Boulevard begins as a 
colorful and congested road 
near downtown’s factories and 
wholesale districts. Hand-painted 
signs in primary colors advertise 
products at Latino carnicerias 
and panaderias, and the bright 
blue of the Salvadoran flag 
often adorns storefronts and 

gates. Immigration offices, money transfer 
centers, produce shops and restaurants line 
the streets, frequently spilling salsa music 
onto the sidewalk. Soon, the street widens 
and transitions to visual deserts of bland auto 
body shops, punctuated with Korean signage. 
A few miles later, Hebrew and Arabic lettering 
enter the picture, posted above men in black 
smoking hookahs on the sidewalk. 

Signage is an art form that rose to great 
heights in Los Angeles, to capture the 
attention of swift drivers. (In fact, the first 

neon sign in the United States was installed in Los Angeles in 1923.) Roofs were 
also often whimsically designed (with dramatic spikes or arcs, for example) for 
the same goal. This style of eclectic, eye-catching exteriors, known as “Googie” 
architecture, peaked in the late 1950s-early 1960s. A prime example is Norms 
diner on Pico, whose “sawtooth” sign lights up to beckon hungry drivers. 
Designed by architectural team Armet & Davis, who went on to canonize the 
Googie aesthetic in hundreds of restaurants, the iconic sawtooth sign grew from 
a simple sketch on a napkin.  

A few more blocks west, and the streetlamps take on a peculiar organic look 
designed by artist Sheila Klein, who calls them Leaf-lights, signaling the 
neighborhood of Santa Monica. On this stretch of Pico, gilded by the coastal 
light, is the Eames Office, with the iconic molded plywood leg splints, chairs, 
clocks, posters, lamps, and tables visible through wide glass windows. 
Los Angeles is full of these moments of incongruous juxtapositions: huge boxy 
chain stores next to fragments of faded history, small stretches of blandness 

L O S  A N G E L E S



bookended by burger 
shacks. After hours of 
travelling and taking in 
all the visual and textual 
information, it felt a bit 
like I’d been surfing the 
Internet.
Driving here can be a 
shallow ride of fast data, 
where all information 
is equal, from the sun-
baked parking lot littered 
with plastic bags to the 
tiny shop selling kosher 
ice cream. Decades ago, 
novelist Christopher 
Isherwood described the 
hypnotic effect of moving 
through Los Angeles, the 
blur of billboards and news 
radio causing him to warn 

“Wake Up!”; but the streets were designed for such a vast 
sea of details, calling to us in multiple languages, from 
multiple eras, as we drive on through.
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by alessandro gori
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76-77 NORM, SIGN-
GENERATOR, 2002

78-79 RADIM PESKO,
 SOL fONT, 2003
80 OLAf BREUNING, CAN 

SOMEONE TELL US WhY 
WE ARE hERE?, 2007

81 ESChER, CYCLE, 1938
82 IMPOSSIBLE CUBE
83 LUIS ALBERT NECKER, 

NECKER’S CUBE, 1832
84 DONALD JUDD, ChAIR 

AND STOOL
85 hEDI SLIMANE,
 f  SYSTEM, 2006
86-87 GERRIT RIETvELD, 

STELTMAN ChAIR, 1963
88 DROOG DESIGN (PETER 

vAN DER JAGT, 
ERIK-JAN KWAKKEL, 
ARNOUT vISSER), 
fUNCTION TILES, 1997

89 SOL LEWITT, SERIES A, 
1967

90 SUPERSTUDIO, 
SUPERSUPERfICIE 
(PART), 1971-72

91 YAYOI KUSAMA, ThE 
PASSING WINTER, 2005 
(DETAIL)

92 SUPERSTUDIO, MISURA 
MIROR, 1966-78

93 DAvID CASINI, OPERA v, 
2009

94 LE CORBUSIER, PETIT 
MODèLE (LC2), 1929

95-96 DROOG DESIGN 
(MARIJN vAN DER 
POLL), DO IT ChAIR, 2008

97 vIK MUNIz,
 TRAUMA CUBE
98 ME COMPANY, 

DECOSTRUCTION I.I
99 ME COMPANY, BJORK 

“SELMASONGS”, COvER, 
2000

100 MARTINO GAMPER, 
CORNER SPEAKER, 2000

101-103 MARTINO GAMPER, 
CORNER INSTALLATION, 
1999

104 STUDIO TOOGOOD, 
SNEAKER DEPARTMENT 
AT DOvER STREET 
MARKET, LONDON, 2009

105 MARTINO GAMPER, 
CORNER LIGhT, 1999

+
+
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by giordano pozzi

ThE SOUNDS
Of PUBLIC
SEATING
IN
MANhATTAN

PAUSE
II

Public benches are communal 
objects that serve as temporary 
rest stops, sleeping surfaces and 
meeting points. They surround 
us in urban environments and 
we use them as needed, rarely 
considering them beyond their 
purpose. These objects are
witness to the environment and 
lives around them: they bear our 
weight in silence while listening 
to the world around them. What 
do they hear? In this expedition, 
I set out to record the sounds 
that surround public seating 
in Manhattan. A soundtrack of 
benches.
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1. GRAND CENTRAL STATION, 42ND STREET AND PARK AvENUE 

Grand Central Station was designed by Reed & Stem and Warren & Wetmore for 
Cornelius Vanderbilt and opened to the public in 1913. It subsequently fell into 
disrepair and was almost demolished in the 1960s. The MTA restored the building 
and reopened the refurbished terminal to the public in 1998. Originally the 
terminal was filled with large oak waiting benches, which were slowly removed in 
an effort to control the homeless population that started using the train station 
as a dormitory in the 60s and 70s. Only a few of the original monumental benches 
remain in the terminal. This is one of them, located in the lower concourse food 
court.

2. TIMES SQUARE, 42ND STREET AND BROADWAY 

This Times Square bench, made of stainless steel and 
manufactured to withstand extreme urban abuse, is 
called “silver bench.” The bench sits in the middle 
of what used to be a major thoroughfare, which 
has been reclaimed as green space by the efforts 
of the Green Light for Midtown Project and Mayor 
Bloomberg’s administration. It sits on an asphalt 
road surface painted gray-green, which hints at its 
precarious perch on reclaimed space that could 
return to roadway if traffic studies determine it 
necessary. Sitting on this bench, one clearly feels that 
one is sitting in the middle of the road. 

P A U S E
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3. BRYANT PARK, 41ST STREET BETWEEN 5Th AND 6Th AvENUE

Bryant Park sits behind the New York Public Library 
and is a multi-functional park famously used to house 
the tents of New York’s Fashion Week. The New York 
Public Library and park opened in 1911 and soon 
became a cornerstone of the city’s intellectual life. 
In the 60s and 70s the park fell into the hands of 
drug dealers. As part of a 1990s’ effort to reclaim the 
park, the management chose to heed the advice of 
the urbanist William H. Whyte and installed movable 
seating to allow people to move the seats into the 
sun. The Fermob bistro chair was chosen to populate 
the park.

4. JAvITz CENTER, 37Th STREET AND 11Th AvENUE

Designed and built in 1986 by I.M. Pei and 
Partners, the glass box Javitz Center convention 
building stands on the edge of Manhattan in a 
strangely undefined urban landscape that feels 
remarkably devoid of local life. The benches are 
built into a traffic island that creates a parking 
plaza for the center. These built-in benches 
reference the benches built by Pei in the Silver 
Tower development of 1967 for NYU as part of 
the Robert Moses downtown renovation master 
plan. I imagine people sit here only to wait for 
transportation to another place.

P A U S E
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5. hUDSON RIvER PARK, WEST 30Th STREET 

Originally designed for the 1939 World’s Fair and 
used throughout the NYC parks system, this bench 
sits along the Hudson River Park and looks towards 
New Jersey. The bench sits on a relatively new public 
space for New York as the park opened in 2003 after 
thirty years of development work.

6. ChELSEA WATERSIDE PARK, WEST 23RD STREET AND 12Th AvENUE 

This bench is a built-in architectural element designed by Thomas Balsley Associates 
as part of the overall park design. The stone slab and stainless steel are intended 
to reflect the industrial and shipping past of the neighborhood. The park has an 
interesting soundscape in that it combines distinct sounds of birds, children and the 
undulating river of traffic noise.

P A U S E
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INTERWOvEN
REfERENCES
ENRICh
ThE
LANGUAGE

by guido molinari

 It would seem obvious that the cul-
ture of design has undergone marked 
changes in recent years. In line with 
this trend, the 2008 Venice Architec-
ture Bienniale under the directorship 
of Aaron Betsky offered some food for 
considered thought. Coop Himmelblau 
showed an extremely interesting instal-

lation involving the body at the Corderie 
dell’Arsenale, not far from a complex 
model by Zaha Hadid that hinted at a 
spectacular functional element, and 
next to a sculpted plastic form by 
Frank Ghery. Even a cursory glance 
around the Corderie dell’Arsenale 
made it obvious that the work there 

SET IN CONCRETE, 2008, STUDIO fORMAfANTASMA - ANDREA TRIMARChI, SIMONE fARRESIN
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had a clear, well-defined direction: 
the architectural giants named had 
developed designs which spanned 
the border between the territories of 
architecture, design and above all con-
temporary art. Completing the picture, 
a little further on was the Dutch group 
Droog Design, who presented innova-
tive creations offering the audience 
something almost on par with contem-
porary art installations.

There appears to be a clear, une-
quivocal pattern: disciplinary areas that 
already have something in common, 
such as architecture, design and 

contemporary art, are developing a 
web of interwoven references that 
enrich the language of each practice. 
All that is left is to hypothesize about 
the causes and investigate the reasons 
for this process of coming together 
and inter-referencing. One immediate 
explanation could attribute it to the 
historical period we are living in: since 
the 1990s we have experienced a 
cultural climate that has marked the 
end of every kind of clear division in 
the arts, the definitive death of the 
cultural conflicts that we had grown 
accustomed to reacting to. There is no 
definite distinction between the avant-
garde and the restoration movement, 
no clash between those who choose 
a traditional means of expression 
and those who work with all the most 
innovative kinds of technology, but 
above all there are no narrowly defined 
interest groups seeking to promote 
their own specific idea of utopia. The 
passing of every kind of aesthetic and 
ideological confrontation in the art 
world has led to the current situation. 

What remains for those working 
today, in the strictest sense of the 
present? Without a doubt there 
are the ghosts of the past. To give 
you a concrete example, if an artist, 
designer or architect today uses a 
cube or a square, there is a distinct 
possibility that their work will 
evoke references to the long, near-
exhausted history of the Modern 

G U I D O  M O L I N A R I

S1NGLETOWN, DROOG & KESSELSKRAMER fOR ThE vENICE 
ARChITECTURAL BIENNALE 2008. PhOTO: LIz hINGLEY

ASTRO BALLOON, COOP hIMMELB(L)AU, 1969 REvISITED – 
fEEDBACK SPACE, 2008 © BENGT STILLER 
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Movement, Minimalism or the 
Bauhaus. In short, the memory of 
historical forms that incarnate historical 
assertions can be re-proposed at any 
time, provided that the revocation is 
mixed with other inputs and influences. 
In this way attention is diverted away 
from the “ghost” in the story, towards 
a transformation into something more 
current and personal. And that’s not 
all. It is a given that anyone working 
in the current scene no longer has the 
opportunity to band together with 
others and construct a common front 
in defence of a shared vision or long-
term commitment. So they are forced 
into the realm of the individual. There 
are no more movements or groups, 
no more Futurism, Constructivism, 
Conceptual Art, Minimalism and so 

on, but only 
individual 
identities which 
reflect on the 
world, society 
and the most 
intimate self. In 
contemporary 
art this condition 
often appears in 
the foreground, 
where artists 
might narrate 
aspects of their 
own experience 
in their work, 
revealing 
situations that 

involve their private life or personal 
identity.

But let’s return to design so we can 
focus on another distinctive aspect of 
the contemporary scene. The theme of 
sustainability has now begun to form a 
new adhesive and is a common objec-
tive for many. Yet its basic objective is 
still to reform the existing, rather than 
bring about a revolution or change of 
perspective. In fact the drive towards 
awareness of the ecosystem must 
above all deal with the working mecha-
nisms of the manufacturing system, 
mechanisms that are designed to pro-
duce profit above all else.

So unfortunately, while many initia-
tives are launched, the actual efforts 

G U I D O  M O L I N A R I

SAfETY BUTTON BY MANUfACTURERS
AROUND ThE WORLD fOR S1NGLETOWN
BY DROOG & KESSELKRAMER.
PhOTO: LIz hINGLEY

S1NGLETOWN BY DROOG & KESSELSKRAMER
fOR ThE vENICE ARChITECTURAL
BIENNALE 2008
PhOTO: LIz hINGLEY
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put into action in pursuit of sustain-

ability are quantitatively 
reduced to the bone. 
This overall picture 
then includes a final 
piece – the possibility 
to draw new aesthetic 
lifeblood from the ad-
joining interdisciplinary 
areas we have already 
mentioned. For this 
reason, architecture, art 
and design have cho-
sen to develop a close 
relationship, a frequent, 
mutual exchange to 
produce something we 
can view through new 
eyes, without ever en-
tirely abandoning the 
roots of one’s own disci-
plinary sphere. 

Let’s take the example of 
Studio Formafantasma, a 
pair of brilliant young
designers and members
of the Droog Design
project, Andrea Trimarchi 

and Simone Farresin. Emerging from 
the foreground of their designs are 
the prerequisites we have described 
as the pillars of this historic period: 
sustainability, cross-referencing and 
mutual exchange with the realm of 
contemporary art, subjectivity and the 
elaboration of personal solutions which 
in some cases evoke reverberations 
from the past. And so it is precisely 

G U I D O  M O L I N A R I

AUTARChY, 2010, STUDIO fORMAfANTASMA -
ANDREA TRIMARChI, SIMONE fARRESIN
INSTALLATION, MIxED MEDIA.
PhOTO: STUDIO fORMAfANTASMA
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sustainability that connects with the 
dimension of autarchy: in a dedicated 
installation they present a collection of 
containers, lamps and vases produced 
using a dried bio-material. The fruit 
of a hypothetical scenario, the 2010 
installation Autarchy proposes the 
idea of a self-imposed embargo in 
which natural products are individually 
grown, gathered and turned into 
useful objects by the user. But if we 
shift our attention towards another 
previous creation entitled Set in 
Concrete, it becomes obvious how the 
relationship with contemporary art on 
the one hand and architecture on the 
other is cultivated. In fact it is not a 

presentation of a functional object so 
much as a conceptual proposition in 
the form of an installation: a tea set is 
trapped in a cement structure which 
acts as a pedestal. In this way the 
intention is to generate a reflection on 
the “disposable” by raising the issue of 
heaviness, in both real and visual terms.
The sphere relating to identity, on the 
other hand, emerges in designs with 
explicit references to their Sicilian ori-
gins. In the 2009 collection of ceramic 
objects, Moulding Tradition, the inspi-
ration comes from the Sicilian “Teste 
di Moro” anthropomorphic vases with 
Afro-Arabian ethnic features. While 
these objects have traditional ties to 

G U I D O  M O L I N A R I

MOULDING TRADITION, 2009, STUDIO fORMAfANTASMA - ANDREA TRIMARChI, SIMONE fARRESIN 
UNGLAzED CERAMIC, JACQUARDS RIBBON, COTTON ROPES, GLASS, PhOTOGRAPhIC PRINT.
PhOTO: LUISA zANzANI
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the Moorish 
invasion and 
conquering of 
Sicily in the 9th 
century,
Formafantasma 
chooses to up-
date the refer-
ence by evoking 
present day

illegal immigration in their work. So 
there is an immediate comparison with 
past cultural influences dating back to 
the historical invasion.
The aesthetic reverberation of ancient 
history is thus revitalized through a new 
term of comparison with the present 
day, which involves, among other things, 
places dear to the two designers. 

These few examples taken from the 
production of Studio Formafantasma 
are therefore perfect witnesses of 
some powerful driving forces in con-
temporary design. In a territory of 
exploration, where total freedom of 
movement combines with the aban-

donment of all forms of aesthetic and 
ideological confrontation from the 
past, the search for identity, and lastly, 
the analysis of style, must deal with the 
complexity of contemporary society. 
In this perspective, originality is still an 
open challenge and must take into ac-
count social and economic dynamics, 
which are often unstable and continu-
ously fluctuating.
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KEITh
RIChARDS 
AND hIS AMA-
zING PORTA-
BLE CASETTE
RECORDING

by phil patton

 The recent announcement
that Sony would cease manufacturing 
the Walkman in Japan raised 
eyebrows. Who knew they were still 
making them? It also reminded us that 
the history of mobile sound playing 
and recording has had a powerful 
influence on the way we experience 
and even make music. So says an 
astute commentator — Keith Richards 
of the Rolling Stones.

The news about the Walkman arrived 
about the same time as Richards’s 
bestselling book, Life
, written with James Fox. Read it and 
you will discover a shrewd analyst of 
media innovation in the company of 
Marshall McLuhan, Lewis Mumford, 
Siegfried Giedion and Edward Tenner.
 
“I’ve learned everything I know off of 
records,” says the guitarist-turned-his-

BOOMBOx CONION C-100f 

KEITh RIChARDS,
ROLLING STONES vOODOO 
LOUNGE WORLD TOUR,
RIO DE JANEIRO, BRAzIL,
1995
SOURCE:
WIKIMEDIA
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torian of technological innovation.
 
What is important, Richards declares, 
is “being able to replay something 
immediately without all that terrible 
stricture of written music, the prison 
of those bars, those five lines. Before 
1900, you’ve got Mozart, Beethoven, 
Bach, Chopin, the cancan. With re-
cording, it was emancipation for the 
people.
 

“It surely can’t be any coincidence that 
jazz and the blues started to take over 
the world the minute recording start-
ed, within a few years, just like that.”
 
Richards’s point may be obvious, but 
it is still overlooked: Recording did for 
music what writing did for literature. It 
supplemented, then nearly supplanted, 
the live performance. Recording gave 
artists access to the music of the past 
to a far greater degree than mere live 
performance. Distance, cash and class 
kept many people from the concert 
hall or even the cabaret.

The history of innovation in mobile 
audio is not very long. It begins with 
wind-up phonographs, which became 
widely affordable in the 1910s and 
1920s. The importance of this tech-
nology cannot be overestimated.
Everywhere, but especially in the rural 
American South, it was a device of as-
tonishing modernity, whose arrival in 
the still un-electrified farms and small 
towns made as powerful an impact as 
television later would. It not only trans-
formed the culture of the domestic 
interior but also could be carried out-
doors, to dances and picnics.
 
Lawrence W. Levine’s excellent 1977 
cultural history Black Culture and Black 
Consciousness: Afro American Folk 
Thought from Slavery to Freedom
 explains how the wind-up phonograph 
created a whole separate market for 
“race music” that gave birth to the 
recorded blues. From that category, of 
course, grew the whole family tree of 
pop music that includes R&B, rock and 
roll and more.
 
According to Levine, by 1920 or so, 
one could hear blues drifting out of 
open windows in black neighborhoods. 
Zora Neale Hurston visited plantations 
and lumber camps and recorded the 
influence of the “mechanical nickel 
phonograph” or juke box around the 
same time.
 
The huge sales of records like Mamie 

TEChNICS SL-1200, PANASONIC
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Smith’s “Crazy Blues” of 1920, generally 
regarded as the first blues song, led to 

a rush of (white) producers to the field. 
By 1930, Bessie Smith had sold an esti-
mated 10 million records.
 
Radio nearly killed the recording in-
dustry. It was widely available in homes 
by the early 1930s. Beginning in the 
early 1950s, car radio offered another 
critical form of portability that shaped 
the popular music business. Hits had 
to sound good on tinny speakers ac-
companied by wind noise. In his book, 
Richards recalls how the Stones would 
rush tracks fresh from the record-
ing studio to favored local DJs. Then 
they got into a car to determine how 
well the songs sounded on car radio. 
(Punk artists, I seem to remember, 
also bragged ironically of albums with 
“genuine car radio sound.”)
 
The battery-powered radio and the 
plug-in phonograph that could be 
carried around became common in 
the late 1950s. In Richards’s accounts 
of his early influences — girl groups 

and Robert Johnson, which he heard 
on American records — he recalls 

one of his rivals: John Lennon owned 
a “30-pound portable jukebox, the 
1960s version of today’s iPod.” The 
Discomatic player packed with some 
forty 45-rpm singles was the basis for 
a 2004 PBS documentary. The selec-
tion of songs — Wilson Pickett, Otis 
Redding, Gene Vincent, the Contours 
— mapped the influences that shaped 
Lennon’s music.
 
The transistor radio with earphone 
came along circa 1955. The cassette 
tape, developed by Philips, arrived in 
1962 and eventually allowed record-
ing tape to become portable. This 
technology took two forms: One was 
public — the boombox — and one 
private — the Walkman. But both al-
lowed personalizing recorded music, 
making “mix tapes,” in anticipation of 
the iPod. The boombox era of huge 
“ghetto blasters” coincided with the 
first stirrings of hip hop. It is recalled 
in Lyle Owerko’s new book, The
Boombox Project.

JONAThAN IvE, IPOD  2004-2005
PhOTO: APPLE, INC.
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The Walkman, credited to engineer 
Nobutoshi Kihara under the direction 
of Sony boss Akio Morita, came from 
stripping the recording capability from 
a tape recorder used mostly by re-
porters. The first Walkman was an ex-
pensive, chic item. The message also 
shaped the medium. Conductor Her-
bert von Karajan is famously respon-
sible for the length of playing time on 
the compact disc.

In the early 1980s, the Sony and 
Philips executives trying to gain 

his endorsement for the new me-
dium impressed him by fitting all 
of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, as 
performed by his orchestra, the Ber-
lin Philharmonic, on a single disc. 
By 1984, that disc could be carried 
around like a tape player: The Disc-
man joined the Walkman. In 1999 
came the first portable MP3 devices, 
in which digits replaced grooves. And 

in 2001, the iPod was introduced.

The process continues with such recent 
products as the Jawbone Jambox, 
designed by Fuseproject. The Jambox 
is a wireless speaker that connects 
by Bluetooth to mobile phones and 
other devices, combining both iPod 
and boombox traditions. (It can also 
serve as a de facto conference calling 
system.) Fuseproject says that the pre-
sentation of the Jambox “romanticizes 
the original boombox with its ‘sneaker 
box’ packaging.”
 
Technology has always shaped the way 
music is made — the spinet and harp-
sichord gave way to the piano, the Gib-
son to the Fender. Greg Milner’s book 
Perfecting Sound Forever:
An Aural History of Recorded Music
 shows how deeply and subtly our sense 
of music is influenced by recording.
 
Multi-track tape recording made many 
things possible in the studio: multiple 
tracks meant multiple tricks. Songs or 
symphonies could be recorded in several 
takes edited together. Performers could 
lay down their parts continents apart.
 
Even improvements in the humble 
turntable led to innovation in music 
making. DJs turned into producers and 
then into artists, thanks to the hand-
manipulated turntables of the 1970s. 
Not long after Sony announced the 
end of the Walkman, Panasonic said it 

WALKMAN TPS-L2, SONY
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would stop building its Technics 1200 
turntables, prized by DJs since the days 
of disco and early hip hop. The 1200 
replaced older belt drives with a mag-
net drive that allowed for synchronizing 

beats and “scratching.” It arrived in 
1972 and sold some 3.5 million units, 
making sampling possible before digi-
tal technology.

Similarly, Richards describes the way in 
which portable tape players changed 
his sound. Just as turntables influenced 
the birth of hip hop, the often over-
looked cassette player helped in song 

writing and affected 
the way he played 
the guitar.
 
“I’d discovered a 
new sound I could 
get out of acoustic 
guitar,” he writes. 
“That grinding dirty 
sound came out of 
these crummy little 
motels where the 
only thing you had 
to record with was 
this new invention 
called the cassette 
recorder....Sud-
denly you had a very 
mini studio. Play-
ing acoustic, you’d 
overload the Philips 
cassette player to 
the point of distor-
tion so that when it 
played back it was 
effectively an elec-
tric guitar. You were 
using the cassette 
player as pickup 

and amplifier at the same time. We 
were forcing acoustic guitars through a 
cassette player, and what came out the 
other end was electric as hell.”

JAPANESE GIRLS DEMONSTRATE RADIO-CASSETTE PLAYERS, 1974.
SOURCE: fLICKR COMMONS
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The lesson is an old one: When new 
technologies are widely distributed, 
dramatic change results. The same sur-
prising effects that came with phono-
graphs and tape cassettes also come 
when laser printers or laptop video-ed-
iting studios or laser stereo lithography 
machines get into the hands of people 
who figure out things to do with them 
that their inventors never imagined.
 
For Richards, technology had special 
utility. The tape player was also an in-
valuable aid to a musician who, thanks 
to drugs and alcohol, was not always 
able to recall his inspirations of the 
previous evening.
 

“I wrote Satisfaction in my sleep,” 
Richards claims. “I had no idea I’d 
written it. It’s only thank God for the 
little Philips cassette player.” It was a 
miracle, he says. “I knew I put a brand-
new tape in the previous night.” The 
next morning when he went to work, 
“I saw it was at the end. Then I pushed 
‘rewind’ and there was Satisfaction . . . 
and forty minutes of me snoring.”

 
ThIS ESSAY fIRST APPEARED ON ChANGE OBSERvER
ON NOvEMBER 23, 2010 AND IS REPRINTED hERE WITh
ThE AUThOR’S PERMISSION.
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BRIGhT STAR fLAShLIGhT, 
MODEL 2618
MANUfACTURED BY
BRIGhT STAR (UNIT Of KIDDE,
INC.) UNITED STATES, CA. 1990
PLASTIC

699 SUPERLEGGERA 
DESIGNED BY GIO 
PONTI, 1957.
COLLEzIONE CASSINA 
I CONTEMPORANEI. 
BLACK & WhITE 
LACQUER 
COMBINATION fRAME 
AvAILABLE WITh 
BLACK OR WhITE 
PADDED LEAThER 
SEAT

fRANCIS ALYS, WhEN fAITh 
MOvES MOUNTAINS ( DETAIL) 2002. 
ThE MUSEUM Of MODERN ART, 
NEW YORK.  © fRANCIS ALÿS 
AND DAvID zWIRNER GALLERY

8 AUGUST 1957.
JUPITER C MISSILE RS-40, 
A MODIfIED REDSTONE, 
WAS SUCCESSfULLY 
LAUNChED. ITS NOSE 
CONE WAS ThE fIRST TO 
BE RECOvERED fROM 
OUTER SPACE. IT ALSO 
CARRIED ThE fIRST MAIL 
EvER DELIvERED BY IRBM
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MODELLO 2097. GINO SARfATTI, 
1958. SUSPENSION fIxTURE 
PROvIDING DIffUSED LIGhTING. 
STEEL CENTRAL STRUCTURE 
WITh BRASS ARMS, ThE LAMP 
hAS BEEN PART Of ThE 
CATALOGUE SINCE 1974, WhEN 
fLOS PURChASED ARTELUCE, A 
hISTORICAL BRAND fOUNDED IN 
1939 BY GINO SARfATTI. 

27 JANUARY 1958. NASA TEST PILOT 
JOE WALKER, IN PRESSURE SUIT 
WITh x-1E

DUTCh DESIGNER hELLA JONGERIUS 
STIRS hEATED ChICLE LATEx IN 
ThE MExICAN EJIDO vEINTE DE 
NOvIEMBRE. ThE PIECE IS MADE fROM 
POLYUREThANE RUBBER, CERAMIC 
AND PORCELAIN. ChICLE LATEx IS 
USED AS A DECORATIvE ELEMENT 
AS WELL AS TO BIND ThE ThREE 
PIECES TOGEThER. PhOTO: ROEL vAN 
TOUR COURTESY COOPER-hEWITT, 
NATIONAL DESIGN MUSEUM

vOLO, 2010, ChIARA CAMONI. 
ARTIST WALLPAPAER CURATED BY  
UNDUETRESTELLA AND PRESETED IN  
MILAN fOR KIDS ROOM - zOOM!

ADIDAS STAN SMITh,
ORIGINAL WhITE AND GREEN vERSION

NEW YORK UNION SQUARE SUBWAY B-BOYS
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 The “Aesthetics of Plenty” is
the succinct phrase coined by
Lawrence Alloway, art critic and mem-
ber of the Independent Group,
to define the increasingly central role 
of mass media and mass production, 
which has progressively saturated the
 urban environment in a process that 
had already become irreversible by 

the middle of the last century.

In the 1980s the mutating social situa-
tion, with its rich stimuli and wealth of 
consumer goods, became a resource 
for various emerging artists. One of 
these was the British sculptor Tony 
Cragg, who chose to work with things 
he found in his surroundings, re-

PLASTIC WASTE IS REDEEMED TO BECOME
A RAW MATERIAL fOR
NEW CREATIONS

by daniela lotta

EvERYThING IS
ILLUMINATED

ENzO MARI, ECOLO, “ALLEGORIA DI UNA
CONvIvENzA SORRIDENTE CON IL DEGRADO
DEI NOSTRI GIORNI”. INSTRUCTIONS fOR 
MAKING ‘ECOLO’ fLOWER-vASE. ThE 
DESIGNER WITh SOME ExAMPLES, 1992
PRODUCED BY ALESSI, ITALY
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working them to suit his own aesthetic 
direction. Over the years Cragg’s multi-
material sculpture presented a playful 
way to experience objects, specifically 
relating to the world of manufactured 
commodities, which have been redu-
ced to waste products of our post-
industrial society.

This same propensity can now be 
detected in the work of two designers 
from the latest generation, namely 
Stuart Haygarth and Massimilano 
Adami. Their respective pieces clearly 
show a shared attitude to ready-made 
products. The various parts appear to 
have been withheld from their original 
purposes and instead reinterpreted 

according to a function open to 
various aesthetic stimuli, in the latter’s 
most literal sense, as an entirely 
sensory exercise. 

The awareness that a widened 
material dimension exists, that there 
is a secondary form resulting from 

the intermingling 
with the landscape 
of manufactured 
goods, is easy to 
read in the work of 
Stuart Haygarth, 
for example in his 
amazing structural 
compositions made 
by putting together 
clear plastic waste 
found along the 
beaches of Kent 
(Tide, 2004). This 
British designer 
appears to succeed 
in gathering the 
extraordinary that 
exists in the ordinary 
and the banal. He 
even transformed 

the residue of a party into multicolor 
lights, using exploded party poppers 
recovered after the millennium 
celebrations in London (Millennium, 
2004). Everything can be illuminated 
and reveal unexpected worlds. The 
objects themselves have little or no 
value – they are novelty, throwaway 
items – but this rubbish, a stock of 

E v E R Y T h I N G  I S  I L L U M I N A T E D

TONY CRAGG, ORANGE AND GREEN BOTTLE, 1982. PLASTIC MATERIALS.
COURTESY fONDATION CARTIER, PARIS
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superfluous plastic, is redeemed to 
become the raw material for a new 
project.

The designer Massimiliano Adami 
also brings an ecstatic materialism – 
already dear to the French writer
Le Clézio – to things.

He gets his raw materials from 
our cultural panorama. Detergent 
bottles, toys or household utensils 
at the end of their useful life are 
ready to be reborn with a new, 
different configuration. There is a 
wide catalogue of objects full of 
experience, meanings and complex 

references chosen by Adami and re-
positioned as basic units in a new 
functional system.

The meanings and references are 
put together according to a different 
compositional system able to redeem 
them as new and original aesthetic-

sensorial stimuli. Like the colored finds 
and multiform witnesses of a “second 
existence,” which re-emerge from a 
thick layer of expanded polyurethane, 
as if we were probing the land of a 
possible geological era in the near 
future, the series of works entitled 
Fossili Moderni (2005) emerge on the 

E v E R Y T h I N G  I S  I L L U M I N A T E D

STUART hAYGARTh, MILLENIUM, 2004.
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surface like remnants of a collective 
memory made up of reassuringly 
familiar domestic chores.

In his 2009 piece entitled Cheap 
Murano, Adami simply cut into the 
surface of some ordinary plastic 
bottles in order to create a colourful 

collection of stemmed wine glasses, 
which from an aesthetic point of view 
are on par with those produced by the 
maestros of Venice’s glass workshops. 
This is not a new procedure either, but 
rather the latest in a line of creations 
which date back to the 1990s with 
Enzo Mari’s Ecolo series of vases: 
“the allegory of an unequivocal co-

existence with our contemporary 
degradation,” through the ethical and 
aesthetic reconsideration of the plastic 
that surrounds us every day.

E v E R Y T h I N G  I S  I L L U M I N A T E D

MASSIMILIANO ADAMI,
ChEAP MURANO, 2009,
PhOTO: CARLOfURGERI GILBERT
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 Once it is glazed, there is only 
one good way to distinguish one type 
of ceramic product from another: by 
breaking it. This is the only way you 
can see the porosity beneath the glaze 
and check whether it is made of a non-
absorbent porcelain or a porous clay.
An alternative testing method for 
porosity (if you don’t have any liquids 
on hand) is to moisten the surface of 
the crack with your tongue.

Sometimes it is not easy to tell what 
an object is made of, and often just 
looking at it is simply not enough. 

by matteo pini

fIG. 1 – A PLASTIC LEMON IS CAMOUfLAGED IN A BOx Of 
NATURAL fIBER AND CELLULOSE LEMONS.

hOW TO TELL
A PLASTIC LEMON
fROM A
REAL
LEMON

PLEASE
DO
NOT
TOUCh
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fIG. 3 – ThE NATURE Of ThE OBJECT MAKES US ThINK Of 
BLOW-MOLDING, fOR WhICh POLYEThYLENE (PE) IS ThE MOST 
APPROPRIATE MATERIAL. ThIS IS CONfIRMED BY ThE SYMBOL 
ON ThE BOTTOM Of ThE OBJECT. ThE MOLD PARTING LINE 
ShOULD BE NOTED, WhICh IN ThIS CASE IS PARTICULARLY 
EvIDENT.

fIG. 4 – ThE TWO DIffERENT TYPES Of LEMONS ARE NOW 
CLEARLY IDENTIfIABLE.

fIG. 2 – ThE PARTING LINE Of ThE PLASTIC MOLD IS 
ThE DISTINGUIShING fEATURE Of ThE PLASTIC LEMON.

For this kind of task a good designer 
needs all their senses in order to satisfy 
their curiosity and, equipped with 
the necessary theoretical knowledge, 
to study an object and envisage a 
suitable use of the materials.

To obtain better-than-average 
technical knowledge, as well as an in-
depth exploration of material science 
and production technologies, it is 
fundamental to develop a curiosity 
and a keen eye for detail, as it is often 
easier to find the right answers than to 
ask the right questions.

The first step is never to take anything 
for granted, and try to examine objects 
with a certain innocence, carefully 
avoiding any preconceived notions. 
Observing figure 2, we can clearly 
see that the only difference between 
a plastic lemon and the natural 
cellulose fiber lemon is the parting 
line of the plastic mold: traces of the 
technology used to manufacture it 
are often the initial clues that help 
identify the material. Plastic objects 
are usually molded and, unless they 
have undergone special surface 
finishes to hide it, the parting line will 
be clearly visible. Natural lemons, 
on the other hand, are the result of 
a cellulose growth process. Another 
clear difference between these two 
processes is uniformity: plastic lemons 
manufactured with the same mold will 
be identical, whereas no two natural 

P L E A S E  D O  N O T  T O U C h
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fIG. 5 – A GLASS BOTTLE AND A PLASTIC ONE. CAN YOU TELL
ThEM APART?

fIG. 6 – ThE ShAPES ARE SO OBvIOUS AND ChARACTERISTIC
ThAT ThEY CAN BE EASILY IDENTIfIED WIThOUT USING
ANY OThER SENSE ExCEPT SIGhT.

ones will be the same. However this 
can only be illustrated if more than one 
example is available.

Glass and metal can also be molded. 
In figure 5 there are two bottles: one 
is made of plastic, the other of glass. 
You can instantly tell which is which, 
but in order to make this test more 
interesting, ask yourself why you 
know the correct answer. If you could 
touch them, you would have used 
your sensory experience to recognize 
the lighter and more malleable feel 
of plastic, as well as the difference 
in sound, smoothness and tactile 
temperature of the two materials.

However, what surely led you to the 
correct answer just by looking at the 
photograph is the characteristic shape. 
I have shown you exactly what you 
would have drawn if asked to illustrate 
a plastic bottle and a glass bottle. 
These shapes are the result of endless 
development and fine-tuning. They are 
ultimately the ideal shape for that type 
of object and that type of material.

So, to each material its own shape, 
and to each shape its own material. 
Given that the lemon described above 
is made of plastic, it can easily be 
presumed that there is a 90% chance 
that it is made of polyethylene (PE), 
since this is the best type of plastic for 
manufacturing thin blow-molded food 
containers such as bottles or other 

P L E A S E  D O  N O T  T O U C h
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hollow containers. Polypropylene (PP) 
is commonly used for other types 
of products, but more about that 
another time.

Another golden, and even simpler 
rule: look at the bottom of the object 
you are analyzing, and you will 
almost unfailingly see the symbol of 
the material it is made of: PE, in the 
example shown in figure 3.

This appears to simplify things.
But not, of course, when the object to 
be analyzed is sstill a figment of your 
imagination and you have yet to decide 
what will be written underneath it.

NAME: Polyethylene (or polythene)
ABBREvIATION: PE
DENSITY: 0.91-0.96 g/cm2

MELTING POINT: 85 – 140°C
APPLICATIONS: bottles, film, tubes, 
tanks, wire casing… 
RECYCLABLE

P L E A S E  D O  N O T  T O U C h
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