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Leading French design team Ronan & Erwan Bouroullec’s
works pose a question on what design and designer mean in a
broad sense. And this makes us feel in awe of free creators.
They have created works straddling commercial design and art
for over 20 years. But they just focus on creative experiments
for each project, without caring about the distinction between
commercial design and art.

They first emerged as a star designer team based on
their commercial success. When they began working together
in 1997, the Bouroullec brothers instantly drew attention of
Giulio Cappellini, Art Director of the Italian furniture company
Cappellini, and started design for brands. Since the brothers
founded a company together in 1999, they have collaborated
with big-name design firms such as Vitra, Artek, Magis, Alessi,
Flos, Kartell and Ligne Roset. Praised for bright colors as well
as neat and eye-catching design, they expanded the scope of
art into the space of product users.

The brothers often create fresh and sensual designs using
unexpected materials. Algues, their 2004 work representing a
mysterious forest, is basically made of plastic elements. It is an
innovative design that expresses nature with artificial materials.
Nuages, a collaboration with Danish textile brand Kradrat, is a
three dimensional work made of fabrics connected with one
another using rubber. Users can rearrange it in any way they
want to create your own individual design.

The brothers” works include drawings, videos and
photographs of little objects, furniture, interior design and
architecture. Their design philosophy comes out more clearly
in exhibitions. They had exhibitions around the world at Centre
Pompidou, Design Museum in London and Museum of
Contemporary Art Chicago, and are currently working on a
new experimental exhibition. Here, Ronan & Erwan Bouroullec

brothers talk about their ‘open design’.

You are having the “17 Screens’ exhibition at The Tel Aviv
Museum of Art in Israel from last fall through March 19th.
The works in the exhibition used various materials, including
glass, aluminium, fabric and ceramic, combining craft
methods and 3D technology. “17 Screens’ is larger in scale
and more mystical than your previous works. What inspired
you to create them?

We think design can be compared to cooking. The challenge is
how to use the materials and technics to best reveal the
flavors. Our approach to 17 Screens was quite similar: it’s a
quest for sensations stemming from the deliberate mix of

different materials such as glass, ceramics, textile, wood and
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aluminium. What we tried to emphasize is the elasticity
between materials, between things that don’t fit together.

You have had many experimental exhibitions in addition to
collaboration with brands. Museums are a space that allows
you to show something different from product design. What
does a museum mean to you?

For us, an exhibition is a marvellous opportunity of experiment,
and an exhibition hall is a space where we research and show a
new vocabulary. To invent new things for the 17 Screens
project, we installed 17 screens at different corners of a
museum and mixed different materials and colours to create a
reverie, or a fiction of shape. Physically, it is very floating and
light exhibition where nothing touches the floor.

You also desighed a Korean product. You unveiled ‘Samsung
Serif TV’ developed in collaboration with Samsung
Electronics at last year’s London Design Festival. | heard that
it was your first electronics project. How was the experience?
It is a challenge to give a shape to the new basics of
civilization. Electronic appliances have deeply changed the
way we live, but were not shaped by history and experience.
So we thought the language we apply to them is crucial. Most
of the recent design approaches were driven by the
development of technologies, which is only natural. But now
the challenge is to impregnate those technological objects
with culture. You should overrule their technological body and
see them from the users’ perspectives to concentrate on what
users do with them and what they need from them. This makes
the functions look simpler. This is how our first electronics
product design was created.

What was the core of the ‘Samsung Serif TV’?

In the electronics appliances industry, reducing the weight and
volume of monitors and developing thinner screens were an
obvious issue in the past decade. As a result, TVs have become
more and more slick and edgy. But our underlying idea was to

move away from the ultra-thin screens. One underlying theme
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in our design approach is concentration, so naturally we

searched for a DNA that would unify with the body of the TV.

Seen from the front, SERIF is defined by a single frame, one
color and one shape. From the side, the body is clearly defining
an ‘I’ shape. We considered the TV as object and designed it so
you can manipulate it as you want like any other object. It can
stand anywhere even on the floor using the legs.

Many world-renowned museums have your works, including
Centre Pompidou, Design Museum in London and The
Museum of Modern Art. Where do you think your works stand
between commercial design and art? Can you explain the
difference between the two?

There is a misunderstanding as to this blurring distinction. In
fact, it is maybe necessary to redefine what design is and what
art is. Basically, design objects have a function. And this
function is a strong part of their definition. For instance, Gallery
Kreo where we had our first solo exhibition in 2001 is much
more of a contemporary art space than a traditional furniture
shop. Thus, it allows us to be free from the constraints of
industrial design. As a result, we can make‘ a broader attempt.
It doesn’t mean that we produce here a work that doesn’t deal
at all with the reality. After research, we try to find potential
applications in the market.

Who are the fine artists that inspire you? What aspects of
those artists inspire you?

We do not feel direct inspiration. It is always far more complex.
However, it is true that ‘observation’ is an influence on us. We
try to closely observe people’s behaviors in everyday life and
to understand usual practices and needs. We have a deep
interest in small details of life, the way people consider and use
objects and the way they use them. It is true that the great
artists Donald Judd, Ellsworth Kelly or Frank Stella and their
works have an influence on us. But the influence is never direct.
I’d like to talk about one of your most famous works ‘Algues’.
Although it is made of plastic, it exudes vitality thanks to its
organic structure. As such, many of your works are based on

the motif of ‘nature’. It looks like an effort to get a step closer

to the ideal of nature.

We always try to create something new, marked by creativity
and innovation. This is what we focus most on. In both Algues
and Steelwood collections, we try to achieve a kind of
inventiveness, technical improvement and typological novelty.
At the end, one may seem futuristic and the other one more
nature-inspired. But both come from the same process and the
same quest for questioning the object. It is true that we are
inspired by nature. It is all the more evident with the names we
sometimes give to our projects (Nuages, Algues etc.). But most
of the shapes are often first guided by a research-based
approach rather than by a purpose or prejudice to express
certain things.

You two have been working together for almost 20 years.

I heard you two have very different personalities. How do you
get and develop ideas for an artwork? Do you also work
separately on a project?

As we are quite different, we have disagreements. So we try to
talk a lot. Every project is discussed for a long time. What is
important is that we find a common view, a solution that
satisfies both of us. When we disagree, we try both ways to
find an agreement. We argue a lot, but we discuss a project
until we agree on something because we hate the idea of
compromise. This can take quite a long time.

What is your most important work and why?

We have worked on a variety of projects, and some seem
formally more distinctive or unigue than others. But we
consider all the creations the same way.

Ronan once said in an interview: “A good designer is like a
good actor”. Does this mean that a designer should be able
to create any type of artwork to express brand identity or
purpose of production?

A designer should manage various elements to find the right
answer. It is like an accomplished actor capable of playing a
variety of characters. So we think of the right approach for
each project and theme.

What is the project that you are currently working on? What
kind of works will you introduce to the audience in the
coming spring?

We are working on a new big exhibition in Rennes, Brittany,
which is our hometown. From March 25th through August
28th, four exhibitions will be held in three places with the
concept of ‘1 city, 3 places, 4 exhibitions’.

What do you think it is the keywords that ‘design’ of the
times should pursue?

Essential, functional, sensual, and justness.
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