GOOD IS SUSTAINABLE

ENDING
THE
REED

Eric Chan’'s bamboo armchair is
not only a tribute to his native
country, it's a primer on the
physical properties of one of our
most renewable materials.

Ecco Design's choice of bamboo,
a sustainable material, capitalized
an the reed’s innate flexibility.
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When Ervie Chan speaks
of bamboo, he likens it to his
Chinese countrymen: strong,
Nexible, always moving. He
talks about how, in Chinese art
and literature, it represents
purity and honesty. He extols its
ravified uses and everyday appli-
cations. And then Chan, the
founder of the industrial-design
firm ECCO Design, reaches onto
the shell behind him, picks up

a three-fool-long bamboo reed
and several processed bamboo
samples and drops them on the
conference-room table of his
New York office. “Today people
treat bamboo like wood—they

“People treat bamboo like

The designer Eric Chan finished
the 9707 with several coats of
water-based lacquers, giving the

wood,” Chan says. “There's
a lot of glue and labor, which
is not ecologically sensible.”

extrude pieces and glue them
together,” he says, handing me

a block of bamboo strands allixed
to one another in a checker-
board pattern, “You are using

a small portion of the bamboo
when you use it that way. There's
a lot of glue and labor, which is
notl ecologically sensible.”

He picks up the bamboo reed
and bends it in hall, “Trees are
solid, But bambeo, by nature,
is flexible. It responds to pres-
sure but doesn’t break,” He
lets the veed go, and it bounces
back. *This is ergonomic,” he
says. “How can [ use that natu-
ral fMlexibility?

Two vears ago Chan gol the
opportunity to find out. To mark
the tenth anniversary of the
city’s reunification with China,
the Hong Kong Design Centre
approached ten designers 1o
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the country’s heritage and its
place in the global design com-
munily. Chan, who was born
in China and raised in Hong
Kong, decided to build a bam-
boo armchair that exploited the
malerial’s physical properties,
Partnering with Herman Miller,
with which he has had a long-
standing relationship, Chan
ereated the ECCO 9707, a chair
that uses individually flexing
bamboo slats in its seat and
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ergonomic support. Combining
tradditional erall with modern
technology, it also velies on o
minimum of adhesives and seal-
ants o remain eco-friendly,
Herman Miller provided finan-
cial and technical help for the

project, which started in May
2007 and ended that December
with the delivery of ten limited-
edition chairs. But unlike the
company’s usual product ex-
plorations, here commercial
concerns took a backseat,

“We let the goal to innovate he
primary,” says Timothy MeLough-
lin, Herman Miller's design-
lacilitation manager, Marke




considerations would only enter
the: picture if the team worked
on iterations beyond those
for the exhibit, In that way,
MeLoughlin notes, it recalled
other onc-offs Herman Miller
has supported, most famously
Gilbert Bohade’s Modern lurmiture
collection for the Design for
Living House, shown in 1953 at
Chicago’s Century of Progress
Fair, and the hiberglass chair that
Charles and Ray Eames, along
with Eere Saarinen, produced in
1948 for a Muscum of Modem
Arl furniture competilion,
Chan began his design process
with a series of research trips
1o Anji County, in the Zhejiang
region of China, which is inter-
nationally recognized for its
bamboo production. “It’s a beau-
tilul area, whole mountains full
of bamboo,” Chan says. He also
knew of the local government’s
elforts 1o promote sustainable
harvesting of the material, amd
1o encournge residents 1o work
locally and take an active parl
in the region’s management.,
Over the course of the project,

Chan returned to the area a few
times. He visited the bamboo
forests, learned about traditional
fabrication techniques, and talk-
ed 1o managers and crafltsmen al

| local factories. He visited the

| regional bamboo museum, which

The strips bend to conform to
| the weight and shape of the
user's body (top and middle). Tha
strips at the end (right) allow
for herizental movement.
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Below: An early protetype of the

8707, Below right: Chan examines
a drawing of the chair,

Bent bamboo reeds
prior to chair assembly

But bamboo’s flexibility is
also its biggest liability: too
much give and the chair
would sag like a stretched-
out sweater.

In rendarings of the Super Seat
construction, polymer strips keep
the bamboo from sagaing.

traces the use of the material
Trom traditional objects 1o culling-
edge applications, and met with
suppliers. All of this research
colored his design,

Chan, who has more than a
dozen chairs 1o his eredil, star-
el with the seal’s shape. Using
his experience and 3-1 geomeltry
sofltware, he caleulated a generie
ergonomic profile, laking into
aceount the average person’s
weight, height, and leg and ann
span 1o create o curve that wonld
e comlortable for 95 pereent
of users. Bul that was a static
model. For the next step, he had
to factor in bamboo’s give.

His eore questions were low
much the reed should move, and
how 1o manage that movement,
He began with a solid bamboo
back and scat. “The panels were
good but not flexible enough,”
he says. Chan cut the bamhboo
into <lats of different widths and
thicknesses, experimenting until
he got the tension, shape, and
response that he wanted, His
aim was 1o make the reed fune-
tion like a gentle spring, When
you pushed back, it would bow
and eradle the body; when you
let up, it would bounee back
to its original place, “So your
heavy portions, or thee more
eoncave and convex areas of

the seat and back, they would
responi,” he explains,

But bamboo's flexibility is also
a liability: too much give and

Produced in Toronto, the chair uses

bamboo from China and Canada.

the ehair would sag like o
stretehed-oul sweater. So Chan
needed something to control the
recds” range of displacement.
That came in the form of four hor-
izonlal polymer strips—one in
the chair's back and three in iis
seat—that he wrapped around
each slat and affixed to the
chair's ribbonlike frame, which
was inspired by the frames of
traditional Ming chairs, Known
as Super Seal suspension, the
polymer technology had been
developed by Chan and Herman
Miller for Geiger's Foray olfice
chair. Used on the 9707, though,
it allowed continued on pagoe 128




the Reeds

SUSTAINABLE Bending

continued frem page 78 enough horzontal and

verlical movement to keep the ergonomic curve
while maximizing bamboo’s natural cushioning.
Chan christened the combination of Super Seat

and the slats BEST, for bamboo crgonomic sealing

technology. This new seating paradigm, a patent-
able development, has the potential to be applied
to a range of markel sectors and producis.

“[The Chinese] need to look
into what other values they

can contribute to the design
scene,” Chan says.

Keeping the chair eco-friendly was important

to Chan: using a sustainable materiol like bamboo

but then contaminating it with lamination seemed
counterproductive, So he finished the 9707 with
several coals of wiler-based lacquer, giving some
of the chairs a reddish hue, others a dark brown.
Since the exhibit elosed, the chairs have trav-
eled to Milan, London, and New York, with sever-
al avetioned off 1o benefit the HKDC, “We would

have accepted just a beautiful handeralted object,

a one-ofl,” MeLoughlin says, “but Eric ook it
further, inte a platform realm, il you will.” Don
Goeman, Herman Millers exeentive viee president
of research, design, and development, concurs,
“Wo expected that Eric was going to do more of
an exercise in objeet design, bul he was seriously
trying to figure out how he could approach a new
suspension of a chair using a material that was
indigenous to the area and the culture he came
from. There wound up being some real innova-
lion as a consequence,”

For Chan, the praject stirred a desire to help
his countrymen find their own design voice.
“The Chinese know how 1o make things,” he says,
“You give them a design, they make whatever
you want them to make. It is time for them 1o
realize that they don't need to make or do wha

people tell them. They need 1o look into what other

values or cultural dimension they can contribute
to the whole design seene”

They have the natural resources and the desire,
he believes, but technology is their shortcoming.
Chan worked with a lactory in Anji, experiment-
ing with bending bamboo strips, but the facility
didn't have the advanced skills and machinery
needed to manufacture the chairs. (They were
ultimately produced in Toronto, using hamboo
from China and Canada.) Il Herman Miller does
make a commercial version of the 9707, Chan
would like 1o have it produced in Anji. But he
wants 1o go beyond the chair. He's exploring
ways of collaborating with the region's designers
on am eco-friendly product that could be inte-
grated into their local culture and would respect
their way of life and natural resources,

I know design is coming around in a cirele,”
Chan says, back in his office. *1 feel doing good
design is not just for my own ego, [t's an oppor-
tunity 1o connect with a community and take
political entreprencurship to another level.” He
picks up the bamboo reed from his table and idly
presses on il “And that's a bigger mission.” O

THE NEW REALITY Surviving tha Storm

continued from page 12 of products at a broad
runge of price points,

Late last year, when the economy wos already
in free fall, DWR moved forward with plans
lo open two new stores—aone in New York, the
other in Santa Monica—devoted exclusively
to home aceessories, The rationale: eonsumers
who shy away from a $4,000 couch may be
enticed o pick up a really nice 330 garlic
crusher. So far, it has worked: “The Tools [or
Living stores,” Brunner says, “are actually
doing very, very well.” (The struggling compa-
ny's ellorts may be too little oo late, AL press
time, it was rumored o be on the selling bloek.)

THE CACHET OF
EXCLUSIVITY

As big-hbox chains have sprung up in every cily,
suburh, and town, affering identical merchan-
dise in each location, novelty has grown more
meaninglul. Soha’s Kiosk has developed a
hipster following with its mini exhibitions of
affordable products that ean’t be found State-
side. And last month, the MoMA Design Store
debuted its Destination: Seoul colleetion, fea-
turing 75 produects (most new 1o the United
States) by young, emerging Korcan designers.
In May it will release a selection from Brazil,
Other companies, seeking 1o appeal to the new
wave of "design-an” collectors, have commis-
sioned limited editions by top-name designers.
The Conran Shop carries a small-series run

of the Bourcullee Brothers' Steelwood chairs,
cach stamped with its own edition number.

On a more demoeratic note, Target offered
housewares by John Derian for only six weeks;
they sold out almost as soon as they hit shelves
last fall.

JUST GET THEM
IN THE DOOR

Retailers are feeling even greater pressure to
develop original marketing 1ools. “The fact is,
today we have to inerease the brand recognition
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The furniture maker Ligne Roset opens
its first pop-up boutique—stocked with home
1] accessories—in Austin, Texas, this month.

andl inerease the foot traffic in our stores,” says
Antoine Roset, of the family-owned Ligne Roset,
which recently inked an exclusive deal with
Sony 1o sell fumiture on the game Home, a
virtual community akin to Second Life. “11 is

a very small range of our eolleetion, but people
are buying it!™ he says. The company is also
expanding its reach in the brick-and-mortar
world: the first of its planned pop-up boutiques—
stocked only with accessories and smaller picces
of furniture—will open this month in Austin,
Texas. The new shops will give customers the
immediate gratification of cash-and-carry pur-
chases while providing Ligne Roset the opportu-
nity 1o extend into smaller markets without
incurring the expense of massive showrooms.

THE INIMITABLE MR. M.

No retail roundup would be complete without
Murray Moss, who revolutionized the industry
when he opened his first eponymons Soho store
in 1994 and began mounting musenm-gquality
displays informed by his own singular approach
to design. Always one step ahead of the compe-
tition, he and his partner, Franklin Getchell,
invested in the Soho restaurant Centovini, tum-
ing the eatery into a dynamie exhibition space
and marketing tool. The space, decorated by
Moss himsell, is replete with dazzling Venini
chandeliers, Piero Fornasetti plates, and Joe
Colombe bar steols—all, naturally, available
through his stores.

Asked whether he will change his inventory to
answer the eall for cheaper and more funetional
products, Moss admits that he has entertained
the iden of making some concessions. “1 might
say to people, *1 think you should buy six glasses
and not iwelve.” That docsn’t necessarily mean
you shouldn’t buy Lobmeye™ But he cautions
against giving customers what they think they
wantt, “That’s the casy way out. Don"t you think
1 should propose 1o you at my own expense
what | know and try 1o take you somewhere else?
Lsn't tht far viskier? Yes. Why do | do it?
Because L ean’t help myself, and 'm spoiled,

Is that o good business plan? No, it isn'l." O

Couesy Ligne Roset



