
As Ronan and Erwan 
Bouroullec prepare for 
their biggest retrospective 
to date, Disegno gains an 
insight into their studio and 
the set-up of the exhibition. 
Words Johanna Agerman Ross
Photos Linus Ricard 

Mon 
frère

Erwan (left) and Ronan 
Bouroullec share an office.  
It is a cosy mess of prototypes, 
their completed designs and 
a few design classics, such as  
Vico Magistretti’s Selene chair 
from 1969 (next to Erwan). 
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chalk & 
cheese

hen Ronan and Erwan Bouroullec were young they used to visit their mother’s great uncle in 
the countryside. To pass the time while the grown-ups were talking they kicked a football on the 
gravelled drive in front of the house. It was built for two families and it was neatly cut down the 
middle, but they never knew who lived on the other side.

“To my surprise mum told me not so long ago that it was her great uncle’s brother, but we never 
met him as far as I can remember,” says Erwan Bouroullec, tucking into a spicy beef dish at his 
favourite Thai restaurant in Belleville, north-east Paris. He likes telling stories. The two uncles 
had run a carpentry business together, but had fallen out and were no longer on speaking terms. 
They had, however, remained physically close in this Jacques Tati-esque, symmetrical existence. 
“That’s what mum has always been nervous about – what working together does to mine and 
Ronan’s relationship as brothers.” 

Erwan tells the story in such a matter-of-fact way that the sad undertones are lost, but the nature 
of his and his brother’s collaboration is obviously something he has considered many times. 
Ronan, five years older and quieter than his brother, is back at the studio, eating a sandwich while 
keeping an eye on the office. It’s late July, a week until France goes on annual summer leave. Five 
days from now the studio will be empty and there is a lot to wrap up before then. A sense of taking 
stock is hanging in the air.

Over the past decade, French designers Ronan and Erwan Bouroullec have built a steady 
reputation as one of contemporary design’s most important names. They have longstanding 
relationships with furniture manufacturers Vitra, Magis, Cappellini and Kartell, and have designed 
interiors for such fashion brands as A-POC1 and Camper. Their signature is a sensual, poetic design 
style that doesn’t reveal the dual authorship. They create intriguing and complex furniture that 
often addresses the living conditions of the postmodern age – small, flexible and constantly 
changing spaces.

In the month that I meet them, the Bouroullecs’ Steelwood chair for Magis has won the prestigious 
Compasso d’Oro2 award (the news is met with a gentle shrug by both brothers) and it is two 
months until their biggest exhibition to date, Bivouac, will open at the Centre Pompidou-Metz3, 
followed by the release of a monograph by Phaidon, their second with the publisher4. A mock-up 
of the cover is lying on the desk of their long-term employee Felipe; it is grey and tombstone-like, 
with the title Complete Works. Are the Bouroullecs trying to say something?

“We’re only playing around with names at the moment,” says Ronan, brushing off a remark on 
the finality of the title. He is fiddling with a scale model of the Bivouac exhibition – a long and 
narrow space filled with their pieces from the past ten years. The title of the exhibition reveals 
their preoccupation with temporary set-ups, a bivouac being an impermanent shelter or camp. 
There are several pieces in the exhibition that serve as this type of shelter – Twigs and Algues 
for Vitra (2004) are made from injected plastic pieces that snap together to create partitions, 
and Clouds (2009) for Kvadrat are flat, irregular shapes covered in felt, assembled with the 
help of elastic bands to create three-dimensional cloud-like textures. These hangings bring to  
mind German architect and writer Gottfried Semper’s text on the use of carpets as definers of 
space in early civilisations5: carpets hung from a frame fulfilled the structural and practical needs 
of sheltering, he wrote. It’s as if the Bouroullecs are addressing this first and very basic need of 
architecture through their design. 

Compared to many of their contemporaries, the Bouroullecs offer an extraordinary sense of space 
through their work, with their furniture forming a landscape, a world of its own. Sometimes it 
even forms whole rooms, such as Lit Clos, a cage-like bed on stilts for Galerie kreo in 2000; the 
sofa made for the same gallery in 2008 that is placed in a 2m-by-3m box standing on its side; 
or the Alcove sofa for Vitra in 2007 with such a high back and sides that it cuts out any sensory 
experiences of one’s surroundings. “I would like to be a good architect,” says Ronan, moving the 
miniatures of the exhibition around in an oblong box. “But I know I will never be.” False modesty 
or not, he and his brother are good manipulators of space. It is no surprise that they are drawn 
to creating such free-flowing environments given Ronan’s admission to claustrophobia. “I have 
always been, for as long as I can remember,” he says. He regularly needs to escape Paris, renting 
a cottage on the river an hour outside of the city or visiting his house on the coast of his native 
Brittany, 500km away. “I must go there every so often, just to breathe the air,” he says. >

1 See p. 22.

2 Compasso d’Oro is an Italian 
industrial design award that 
was founded in 1954 by the 
Milanese department store 
La Rinascente. Since 1964 
the award is handed out by 
Associazione per il Disegno 
Industriale annually.

3 The Centre Pompidou 
Metz opened in 2010 and 
is designed by Japanese 
architect Shigeru Ban and 
French architect Jean de 
Gastines. It is opened around 
two hours from Paris by the 
TGV (Trains à Grande Vitesse). 
The exhibition remains open 
until 30 July, 2012.

4 Ronan and Erwan 
Bouroullec, Works by Anniina 
Koivu will launch in April 2012. 

5 Gottfried Semper  
(1803-1879) wrote The Four 
Elements of Architecture in 
1851, exploring the origins of 
architecture.

W There are seven people 
working in Bouroullec’s  
studio. Here is Erwan
with Emi. 
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The window sill in the studio 
is a collage of objects and 
samples stuck to the window. 
Here is the flyer for the 
Bivouac exhibition and the 
Vegetal chair for Vitra as a 
miniature model (middle).
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> The Bouroullec headquarters are housed in a former clothing warehouse in Belleville. Here the 
brothers share the same office, closed off from the rest of the studio by a partitioning wall with 
a big glass window. Their desks stand side by side, overlooking the courtyard with north-facing 
light. It is pleasantly unruly. Paper models of furniture are scattered about and behind Ronan’s 
desk is the Self shelf for Vitra. It is full of books and magazines, showing off the shelves’ full 
potential. “Erwan says he doesn’t read,” says Ronan. “I buy a lot of books, but I don’t read so much 
either. I like books about objects, not necessarily about design.” Next to him is a floor-to-ceiling 
mirror leaning against the wall, giving the illusion of more space, while behind Erwan’s desk is a 
blackboard of the same size, sketches of a chair taking shape on it. 

The stand-out piece in the room is the Steelwood chair for Magis that launched in  2007. Normally 
seen in red, white or black, this version is untreated, with bare wood and metal. It reveals a 
completely different character to the chair, which was an experiment in how to fuse wood with 
metal to lower the cost of production. “It’s the best version, the Steelwood in bare metal,” says 
Ronan. “Magis weren’t happy with how it came out – there are small marks on it from the process 
of making and the colour conceals that. There is always a problem in this industrial world when 
there is a flaw – is it a problem or is it the charm of something?” The chair standing here has 
gone through the ultimate test, spending six months outside Ronan’s house in Brittany, by his 
own account a “terrible” house with only the bare necessities – electricity, water and a stunning 
view of an often stormy Atlantic. “I often take prototypes there to see how the furniture looks 
in context, and this one I left outside to see how the non-oxidisation treatment worked.” The 
chair looks as good as new, and now he hopes that the Compasso d’Oro award will make Magis 
consider launching the original version, colourless, as was first intended. The Steelwood process 
is a reminder of the frustrations of furniture design and the long turnaround time from idea to 
finished product, often revealing a compromised result not in line with the original idea. It’s not 
difficult to see, then, that the process of staging a retrospective is an honour as well as a burden. 
“Without the exhibition we are already conscious about where we can be better,” says Erwan, 
revealing the show as an exercise in evaluating the past ten years not only for visitors but also 
for the brothers themselves. “It’s quite interesting to fix work in a certain period,” says Ronan. 
“Afterwards you can forget it.” 

Before the Bouroullecs moved to Belleville they were based above lock-up garages in the rough 
suburb of San-Dénis, but even in this bigger and more central location, the space reflects their 
modesty. They are not interested in a sleek design studio with countless CAD monkeys6 behind 
computer screens in neat lines. There are only eight people working here (including Erwan and 
Ronan) and the atmosphere is relaxed and hands-on. Ronan and Erwan are involved every step 
of the way, and can often be seen leaning over people’s screens to give some input or instruction. 
They are not interested in expanding. “We turn down around 90% of all work that we’re offered,” 
says Ronan, highlighting their privileged situation. “That’s the benefit with being a popular 
designer, the freedom.” While cosy, the studio still has everything it needs under one roof – there is 
a mezzanine level with a makeshift photography studio and a kitchen, and a basement containing 
a workshop and an archive of sorts – boxes with drawings and models.

Erwan often pops out for a cigarette, smoking 20 to 25 a day, and Ronan sometimes joins him at 
the bottom of the steps, not smoking, for one of their many discussions. That’s how I found them 
earlier in the day, looking comfortable, familiar, brotherly, but for the rest of the day they work 
separately, even preferring to answer questions by themselves. “Otherwise we argue a lot about 
the use of words,” says Erwan. “We give a lot of time to details that don’t make any sense in the 
real world or to other people.” Instead they take to quoting each other. “Erwan said last week” or 
“Ronan always says” often open their sentences, revealing that it is the power of two that makes 
the Bouroullec brand so strong. “They are completely different personalities,” says their friend 
Didier Krzentowski, owner of Paris design space Galerie kreo7. “Ronan is really anxious about 
everything, Erwan is more free, and they know that. It makes them a terrific design couple.” And 
yet their professional life started out entirely by accident. >

6 The term CAD monkey is 
not very flattering. It refers 
to somebody who has gone 
through years of education  
in engineering or architecture, 
only to wind up with the 
repetitive job of doing  
one task on a computer 
drafting program.

7 Galerie kreo, based on 
Rue Dauphine in Paris was 
founded by Didier and 
Clémence Krzentowski and 
works with designers such 
as Martin Szekely (see p. 10), 
Marc Newson and Jasper 
Morrison.

Ronan in front of the Self shelf 
for Vitra, 2004. He is trying 
out the new Cercles iPad app 
that the studio launched to 
coincide with the exhibition. 
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“Erwan often pops out for a cigarette, 
smoking 20 or 25 a day and Ronan sometimes 
joins him at the bottom of the steps, not 
smoking, for one of their many discussions.”



An overview of the installation 
process of the Bivouac 
exhibition at Pompidou Metz. 
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The idea of how the 
Bouroullecs play with 
creating space can here be 
seen. From left: Clouds by 
Kvadrat, 2008; Rocs by Vitra 
2006 and Losanges rug for 
Nanimarquina, 2011.
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> “I don’t know why exactly, because it’s not in our parents’ nature, but when I was seven they 
started taking me to art school every Wednesday,” says Ronan. He was bored by normal school, 
but art school was different – here he felt at home and at ease. By the time he was 15 he started 
a vocational college where he could spend much more time on applied arts. “All of a sudden I 
went from being very mediocre to being brilliant,” says Ronan, still happy at the memory. He 
went straight on to an industrial design school and then to the École Nationale Supérieure des 
Arts Décoratifs, Paris. Erwan’s trajectory was slightly different. For him it was music that was the 
deciding factor in his career choice. “It began with indie music when I was 14 or 15 – it became 
obvious that you could really make something on your own. The energy was based on a freedom 
of creation and its goal was to please, surprise. That’s why I went to art school,” says Erwan. 

Drawing still forms a huge part of the Bouroullecs’ work. In the Bivouac exhibition, an 80m-long 
wall is covered in small drawings in specially designed white Corian frames. The drawings range 
from obscure to figurative and are instantly attractive. Emotional, sinuous, quirky and humorous, 
they are extremely personal. “If I couldn’t design any more I think I would be alright,” says Ronan. 
“But if I couldn’t draw I wouldn’t survive. I think Erwan expressed it perfectly the other day when 
he said that the discipline of drawing is very positivist and it’s a quick outcome, very different 
from the long process of creating a product.” The brother’s drawings were the subject of another 
exhibition, Album, shown in Bordeaux earlier this year. It was an exhibition of ideas where 
the Bouroullecs decided to present their work in its most raw state, free from the imprint that 
production and marketing often leave on a finished product. “There is a misunderstanding in 
the general public concerning the process of design as an idea, a sketch and then a product,” said 
Ronan when the exhibition opened. “We contradict this, for example, in a room where we show 
100 drawings around the Vegetal chair. They all seem to be the same yet are all different.” It’s an 
attractively low-fi approach to solving a problem or question around form, and it is this detail 
of their working process that might be at the core of the sensual and romantic aesthetic of the 
finished product. However, confides Erwan teasingly, “Ronan can’t even work in the most basic 
3D modelling program.”   

So while Erwan looks after the more technical details, Ronan supervises the imagery of their 
products, always working closely with photographer Paul Tahon. “We started the discipline in an 
interesting period,” says Ronan. “The beginning of the internet. I remember I spent a lot of time 
in the post office sending slides to magazines in the beginning.” He made a “not very interesting 
table” when he was 18 and got some press attention, simply because he had bothered to document 
it through photography. “I quickly understood the importance of the picture,” he says. Nowadays 
you can spot a “Bouroullec shot” a mile off. The sense of space and perspective is always present, 
and the addition of cut-out figures – sometimes of Ronan, sometimes of the photographer or a 
friend, with their back turned to the camera, surveying the landscape ahead – is an ever-present 
visual prop. “I like to take inspiration from Romantic landscapes for our imagery,” says Ronan. The 
resulting images are highly unique.

While the process of taking stock is underway, what are they looking to do next? It is obvious that 
the Bouroullecs are frustrated at their profession’s slow pace, and the desire to be intuitive, to 
improvise, is in both of them. “I am often envious of people designing mobile phones,” says Erwan. 
“As their function changes all the time, it is more obvious why they need a new design. But Ronan 
often says that in order for that to be interesting, you need to be working in-house for a company, 
and then we would lose our freedom.” It’s somewhat difficult to envisage the brothers as in-house 
designers anywhere, their individuality having been so carefully preened for a decade. Even in 
their long-term collaborations with brands such as Vitra, the constraints of company policy get 
too much at times. It was a few years ago, after a particularly tense meeting at Vitra, that Ronan 
started feeling claustrophobic while flying. “I had been fine for years, but all of a sudden it came 
back,” says Ronan, who now deems himself an expert on perfectly dosing medication so that “you 
sleep on the plane but are alert once you land and have to go directly to a meeting”. >

Erwan, Felipe, Claire and 
Ronan during  the exhibition 
installation at Pompidou-Metz. 
Behind them, a wall of drawings 
and photographs of the work. 
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“If I couldn’t design any more I think I 
would be alright, But if I couldn’t draw 
I wouldn’t survive. ”



The Cloud module for 
Cappellini, 2002, standing by 
the window. Below: cups and 
saucers from from the Aio 
2000 collection for Habitat 
Europe, 2000; Stone bowl 
for the French Ministry of 
Culture, 2002; Piani lamp in 
red for Flos, 2011. 
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The pink colour of the Slow 
chair for Vitra, 2007, is the result 
“of a horrible red and a horrible 
white yarn knitted together.”



Claire and Ronan position 
the Losanges rug for 
Nanimarquina, 2011.

164 Disegno. MON FRÈRE MON FRÈRE Disegno. 165



Object line-up. Steelwood 
bookshelf for Magis with 
black and white Steelwood 
chairs in front, 2007; The 
chair in the middle is the 
Striped chair in metal 
for Magis, 2005; In the 
foreground the Papyrus chair 
in plastic for Kartell, 2008; 
The Osso CNC-milled chair 
for Mattiazzi, 2011, stands 
at the very front; A corner 
of the Alcove sofa for Vitra, 
2007, can be seen to the left.
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Clockwise from this picture: 
Ovale for Alessi, 2010; 
Combinatory vases for 
Cappellini, 1998; Milk jug 
from the Aio 2000 collection 
for Habitat Europe, 2000.



> One way the Bouroullecs have brought in some variety to their practice is to branch out into 
other areas of product design. They designed the Axor Bouroullec bathroom suite for Hansgrohe 
last year, and the critically acclaimed Ovale series for Alessi also launched in 2010 – a collection 
of irregularly shaped containers and utensils in stainless steel and porcelain. Further exploration 
comes through the collaboration with Galerie kreo, where they have free reign to create what they 
want under the direction of Clémence and Didier Krzentowski. “It was difficult to convince them 
to work with a gallery at first,” says Didier. “As with all designers, they thought Italian companies 
were the only industry.” But some of the brothers’ most intriguing work has come out of this 
collaboration, such as the Lianes lamp (2010), an attempt to unify the cable, light and shade into 
one entity. The result is a creeper-like installation executed in leather, and the limited-edition 
project found another incarnation as the Aim lamp for Flos this year. The idea of the limited 
edition brings the designers closer to the end consumer, so is this a relationship the Bouroullecs 
cherish? “I’m quite afraid to find people that like what we do,” says Ronan. “After a certain time I 
always see a lot of problems in the projects that we have done, so to find someone that is happy 
to have it around is a bit problematic for me.” Tellingly, most of the pieces in the studio are half-
finished or prototypes.

The working day is drawing to a close and in normal fashion, Ronan and Erwan Bouroullec are 
wrapping up work on time. “We never work late or on weekends,” says Erwan. “But I’m a mono-
focused guy and I tend to think about design all the time, as well as cooking and my daughter.” 
Judging from Ronan’s often distant blue eyes, it seems he is no different. And what about each 
other, do they ever meet up outside of the walls of the studio? “Not much, actually,” says Erwan. 
“We see each other enough during the day. I guess this is what mum worries about.” .

Ten years of products being 
unwrapped, from back to front: 
part of a light for Galerie kreo, 
2008; Objets Lumineux for 
Cappellini, 1999; Metal side 
table for Vitra, 2005. 
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“It was difficult to convince them to 
work with a gallery at first. As with all 
designers, they thought Italian companies 
were the only industry.”

Erwan installing the Baguettes 
chair for Magis, 2011, at the 
Pompidou-Metz. 

Reading list

Cercles by Ronan and 
Erwan Bouroullec, www.
bouroullec.com/ipad

The Four Elements of 
Architecture and Other 
Writings by Gottfried 
Semper, cambridge 
university press, 2011

Ronan and Erwan Bouroullec 
with texts by Giulio 
Cappellini, Rolf Fehlbaum 
and Issey Miyake,   
phaidon, 2003


