INTERVIEW

Designing the future: naturally

A self-styled designer and change-maker,
Natsai Audrey Chieza works at the intersection
of design, biology and technology. Here,

she spells out her vision for a future led by
sustainability and the questions it throws up...
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On ‘biofabrication’

I'm not a biologist - for me it is about
understanding what it is to make with
living matter. That is, to cross-translate
something that’s happening on a Petri
dish with the expectations that, as a
designer, you might have around the
materiality of something - and

what it becomes.

I've been working at these different
intervals of scale - from the molecular to
the human - so that these learnings can
be consolidated into a design-centred
approach: how do we integrate all that
knowledge to be able to make sure that
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whatever biology is being designed is
actually good design? We have the tools
to make anything - but what are we
going to make?

On the difficulties of designing with
living organisms
| approached the making side working
with one organism - Streptomyces
coelicolor, which produces pigment. It
was very difficult to work with a living
organism. There are so many decisions
to make, so many variables that are
invisible - because you are dealing with
something that is microscopic, but also
invisible to us in the sense that you don’t
have the language system to be able to
understand what might be happening
(because you aren't a trained biologist).
So how as a designer do you gain
insight as to what is going on? How do
you start to create a framework in order
to be able to actually make something?
So that's what | spent a long time getting
really good at: practising and creating
the vocabulary to describe what is craft
in this context.

On the new value systems of bio design
If it takes seven days to grow a dye onto
a textile - would we want to then just
throw that away? Do we want any
off-cuts of that fabric? How do we
design a garment so there are no
off-cuts? Every single milligram of this
dyestuff is precious and should not be
wasted. So that ethos means looking at
a whole new system of production.

How do we start to pave a path towards
some kind of sustainable approach
towards design? And is biology the

way to do that?

On not replacing like with like

The industry is scaling towards finding
an organism that can produce something
in huge vats, akin to growing beer - it
could be a hiostuff or a protein fibre.
But then you just become the supplier
for that compound. If all we are doing

is producing the chemical, you're just
providing a drop-in replacement. Which
is fine, it means you have a dyestuff
that is non-toxic as opposed to toxic.
And that’s a huge win. But is it enough
just to change an ingredient? Can the
system be changed? We're trying to
replace a man-made system with natural
ingredients; what if we create a natural
system? How then do we design, disrupt
and transition into more sustainable
ways of co-creation with life?

On helping brands to understand

the future

It's less about industrialising than
working with brands to help them to
understand what designing with biology
means to them. It's such a new field,
and everyone’s trying to figure out

the parameters.

Stella McCartney for instance just
worked with [biotech company] Bolt
Threads on a limited edition collection -
that's a lot to do with the fact that these
technologies are still rarefied: they are
expensive, they are a luxury - and so
they lend themselves to a more craft-
centred brand, that at least understands
that some things are going to be quite
limited production.

On selling the vision
People care about intrinsic value. And so
understanding it from a design, human
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and craft perspective is what really
matters - because that’s where you're
going to find value.

On the false divide between natural
and manmade

I don’t believe in those kinds of
dichotomies and absolutes. How far do
you want to go? Plastic comes from a
dinosaur under high pressure conditions!
It's all about context. One of the OPEC
(Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries) leaders said, we're doing this
all wrong; we shouldn’t be burning oil,
it's a complete waste, we should focus
on what we can do with petrochemicals.
| found that really interesting. When it
comes to the plastics argument, | think
we've just been really foolish. There is a
horrible throwaway culture, particularly
in the West, with single-use plastics.
A'lot of the conversations we're having
about sustainability, it's as if people

are pretending they've just invented the
idea, which is really frustrating.

On the way forward

We don't really understand how
dependent we are on oil - but equally
we don't realise how dependent we've
become on biotech, as related to food
production, and so we have this really
skewed relationship with both. We love
to hate it, but we don’t understand the
consequences of it not being here -
and we need to do that so that we can
come up with better ideas to meet the
challenge. Sometimes | feel it's going to
be impossible - we just take everything
for granted. We've got a lot of learning to
do if we're going to be able to fix any of
this stuff... natsaiaudrey.co.uk
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Lucas Ferreira
Ceramic Artist

A Brazilian-born ceramic artist currently based
in London, Lucas Ferreira originally trained as a
filmmaker — and now produces large, sculptural
works with a clear narrative quality running through
them; creating his complex landscapes from tiny
fragile pieces of paper clay which he makes in his
studio. ‘I like the assembly more than the making,’
he admits, ‘because my work requires the making of
the materials and then putting them together like
building blocks.” The process isn’t quite as simple
and jigsaw-like as he describes it.
“The most important thing about my work is not to
be bound by too many rules and just find my own way
and my own rhythm as I make a piece. I just allow the
piece to find itself”

Ferreira draws most of his inspiration from nature
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FIELD OF DREAMS

Brad Ford, founder of Field + Supply,

on how he has elevated the arts and
crafts fair concept for a new, discerning
audience - all by keeping things
‘inspirational, aspirational and rational’...
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— its surfaces, textures and movements... ‘Ceramics
uses all four elements in its construction,” he says.
‘I would say that my work relates most to earth,
because that’s where I find most textures, but all
elements influence me on some level. The shapes,
the feel, the aesthetics. Whether it’s raging fire
or calming waters, I can find something that will
influence my work.’

The piece featured here is a perfect example of this
natural influence in his work — albeit it produced
in one of the most urbanised environments in the
world. Called Wilderness, the work has an almost
inconspicuous streak of green tiles that run between
his signature matt white. According to Ferreira,
it is ‘an escapist piece’, reminding us of our innate
desire to escape the monotonous urban jungle and
return to the wild.

The impact of the organic can be seen in the way
that Ferreiraembraces the imperfect character ofhis
assemblages: the tiles are not perfectly symmetrical,
varying in size, so that when they are joined together
they create undulating topographies rather than a
uniform surface. ‘I think the concept of elements
to me represents being open — to allowing all these
different aesthetics that influence my work; whether
it’s finding textures in the earth or the shapes of
natural phenomena — or seeing lines in the horizon
and trying to create a conceptual image that will
eventually become an art piece.” ferreiravisuals.com

'WHETHER IT'S RAGING
FIRE OR CALMING
WATERS, | CAN FIND
SOMETHING THAT WILL
INFLUENCE MY WORK'’
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Can you explain the philosophy

behind Field + Supply?

I'grew up in a small town in Arkansas
and as a child | always looked forward
to the annual Arts and Crafts fair. | loved
the experience of being surrounded by
so many creative people and seeing their
latest designs. I also liked that it was a
‘happening’ and felt very social. To be
honest, it was really my first exposure

to design.

As an adult | longed for that same
sense of discovery, but my taste level
has become a bit more elevated. I've
been doing high-end interior design
work in the city for almost 20 years, so
I really wanted to combine the idea of
where | came from and where | am now.
With that in mind, | wanted to create
an experience similar to the fairs | have
such fond memories of, but in a new,
very carefully curated context. I've
met a number of craftspeople and
furniture designers in both New York City
and the Hudson Valley over the years
and | thought it would be fun to bring
some of my favourites together in one
spot, to celebrate artistry
and craftsmanship.

Do you feel you've tapped into a need
for people to reconnect with the
physical in the digital age?

| definitely think we've created an
experience that people look forward
to, which re-engages all their senses.
It's a very layered experience that
would be almost impossible to
replicate online - and based on the
turnout each year it seems like it's
something people are craving.

How have you seen the audience
change over the past five years?

The attendance continues to grow each
year, but what's surprised me most is
where they’re coming from. The first year
it was mainly locals and people with
weekend houses in the Hudson Valley.
Then each year we noticed more and
more people coming from the city. And
then we started seeing people come
from the West Coast and now a lot of
people are coming in from outside of

the country. We've had everyone there
from actress Michelle Williams to Belgian
designer Vincent Van Duysen, so it’s also
become a bit of a Who's Who...

What stands you apart from the
traditional ‘arts and crafts’ fair?

One of the things I've been very
conscientious of from the beginning
is to create a fair that feels elevated,
but not exclusive. | want everyone to
feel welcome, whether you're a local
or someone coming over from London.
There may be a $15,000 dining table
in one booth that's beautifully crafted,
but in the next there might be a $10
jar of local honey. We aim to keep it
inspirational, aspirational and rational.

You’ve now moved to Hutton Brickyards
- what makes that such an ideal venue
for you?

Firstly Kingston, New York - where

the Hutton Brickyards is located - is a
beautiful town steeped in rich history
and with a lot of development on the
horizon. A lot of artists are moving there
because they're able to afford bigger
studios and have a better quality of life.
Kingston feels like what a community is
supposed to feel like. Hutton Brickyards
is a really cool spot right on the Hudson
River. For years the brick making that
took place there was a centre of industry
for Kingston. Over the years it had

fallen into disrepair, but was recently
redeveloped to be an event space and

to promote arts, culture, festivals and
music. The size of the venue and built-in
infrastructure makes Hutton Brickyard
an ideal location for us.

What are your plans for 2019 and
beyond?

Ideally we'd like to explore other areas of
the US to hold additional fairs, but | want
to make sure it's done mindfully. As they
say, a slow-growing tree has strong roots
-and | like to approach my business
that way as well. | believe in a strong
foundation and I want to continue letting
this evolve organically.

What is the most satisfying part of

your job?

To be honest, it’s seeing everyone at the
fair - vendors and attendees - enjoying
themselves, smiling, laughing, relaxing
and supporting one another. | know it
sounds a bit simple, but sometimes
simple pleasures are the most rewarding.
fieldandsupply.com

Brad Ford, left,

is elevating the
arts and crafts fair
from his new base
at historic Hutton
Brickyards,

New York City



