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Ron Arad
artiste designer

Deyan Sudjic

*artirEs.com

Four Bon Arad, designer et architecte hritannique qui se  délinil
comme un artiste «No disciplines (titre de son exposition a Beau-
bourgl, les classifications sant absolétes © art, architecture, design se
fondent dans une méme catégorie formelle, celle de la création.
L'exposition au Centre Pompidou (20 novembre 2008 - 16 mars 2009)
présente les differentes faces de son ceuvre : pigces uniques, proto-
types, objets de production industrielle, projels d'architecture... Cetle
promiere grande exposition personnelle en France sera ensuite pré-
sentae au MoMA, New York (ele 2009), puis au Stedelijk Museuam
d’Amsterdam (2010,




The Designer as Artist, as...

Claiming that formal distinetions between art, architecture and design are obsolete,
influential British designer and architect Ron Arad defines himself as a “no discipline”
artist. That, at least, is tho title of his current Pompidou Center show {ending
March 16, 2009), which prosents a broad selection of his one-offs, mass-produced
cbjects and architectural projects. This is Arad's first big svlo exhibition in France, and
it will tour to MoMA in Now York in summer 2009 and go on to the Stedelijk Museum

in Amsterdam in 2070,

Bitis 21 yveors sinee Ron Arad made his firs)
appearancg a4t the Pompidou Center. The
Centree de Création Industrielle  was
eelebrating the tenth anniversary af ils
anening with an exhibivon on design, tled
Newvelfe Tendances, Arad was allotted 50
square meters and ivited to make an instal
lmicn alongside Philippe Starck, Hans
Hollean, and Alessandro Mendini. He chose
wrshow & metal compactor, manufoctured
vspecially for the purpose by o firm
spucializing in the: needs of the wasto disposal
business., Hardly camouflagod by tha
message "Slicks and stones may break my
bones,” rendered in foot-high molal lotters
lgked on toils extremities, the machine
surtainly mado ils prasence lelt, When
switchedd an, iLmade a fearsome noisa, With
its mechanical jows equipped with crocodils
tweth, it was capable of raducing mountains
af junk inty neat cubes of mesh-bouncd
crushed motal within maments,

Arad's plan was to invite visitors 1o donate
unwanted chairs to the museum, in
axchange lor the kudos of o londer's certifi-
cate. Their contribution would he fod
theawigth Sticks and Stanes, and the results
used as building blocks (o croate a wall
across the gallery. Part César Baldaceini,
part provocation, part o suggestion that
there were already tao many chairs in the
world, and an early demonstration af his
waaknoss for punming Ldes, in this work
Arad wars already playing the art game with
cansiderable sophistication, even whaen
inviled to act as a designer. There were
rumors about the unauthorized feading ol
chairs rom the Pompidou's offices into 1he
machine, and a disagreement about
allzmpts by the exhibition spansor, Louis
Wnlton, to use the machine to dostroy
counlorfeit hags.

Now Arad is back in Paris, with a solo exhi-
bibon that will move from Paris wo the
Museum of Modorn Art in New York, and
then to Stedelijk in Amstardam. Since that
first showe, Arad has oscillated bolween art,
architecture and design. Now represented by
dmainstream arl dealer, e shows at Friere
but also works with Alessi and Kartell,
Moraso, and many other industrial mann-
lacturers, to make mass-produced objects

that demanstrate all the qualities of success-
tul industrial design, Then there is the new
design muscum at Halon in lsrael, his most
significant picee of architesture 10 date,

Kassel, 1987, Documenta 8

There has been no shortage of Wening points
in Aracl's career. Thare is the day that be deci
ded to come to London aluer linishing at an
sehaod in lsrael. Then there is the day he
decided not to go back after his lunch break
ta the senall grehitecture oflice in Hampstead
whore he worked on graduating from tho
Architectural Associmion, | coulidn'l oo
any point in going an there, so lweant home,”
A b tells i, on the way, the idea of making
a chair came inte his mind, *1 was passing
a serap yard and | saw this very solid vory
reliabile British car, the Rover 2000 Trom Lh
1960z, | picked up o couple of leather soats
that became the lirst Rover. They wero rod,
aned at the time, Ldidn't know how rare thoy
were,” Then there was the day in 1987 in
Kassel, the amall aristocratic town in what
was sHIWest Germany, As an exporiment,
the arganizers of Lhatl years Doctimenta had
decided 10 ask o range of designers o show
work alongside the ark, Arad was one of
them—alang with Alessandro Mondini,
Jasper Marrison, and a range of the Berlin-
based Germans who at that time woere prowi.
ding an anzious alternative to the mare
Tlambreyant work coming from Milan, Pradic
tably thers was trouble from artists uncom
tartable a1t the conjunction. Mendini in
particalar had brought in a Mercedes and
painted it with his trademark doodles. The
artist down the hall who had mountad o
shiny new Mercades on o slowly ratating
plinth was unimpressed o have, as he sow
i, his work diminished by the association
with a picoe of design, tmnted by a lingoring
hint of utility. This confromation prefigurod
Arad's laler experiences ot Frieze art lair
whaire the condition af entry was 1o be
represented not by Ernost Mourmans, the
gallizrist on whom he hos reliod far suppon,
bt Lo aippear instaad on the Jablonka booth,
a nare with encugh art world cloul 1o
vergamme any lingeimg quibbles abaut who
comslitutes an artlisl in Frieze's ayes, and
wihio does not.
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Art or design?

Rehearsing the averlamiliar argumonts
abou the division betweon art and doesign
makes Arad impationt, “There was g time
whin photography was not allowed int
the arl world, Then il was video wos not
allowed. s a salf-Tullilling prophecy, Doesign
arlcomas in a reachion Lo being refused by
e other world of arl, [ the art warlkd had no
prablem with things that may have some
cunnection with furniture then we wouldn't
noed this waorld of dosign art, Parhaps we still
don't nesd it The market has showed that
there is a differemt thing happening. There
is a market for lhese objects, whalever we
call them™

For Arad delinilons are less important than
contexts. "I maybe not 8 question of what
do we call i, bul where do we show, | feel
less af o problom to show in Lthe Downtown
gallery, with ils tradition of sulling Prouwe,
Lhave an allinity with that world, theugh of
courss we don't know whal he and the
others would do now.”

In retrospect perhaps this was the point in
Arad's Wl in which he wias confronted with
the sharpest of choices, 10 was o decision that
eventually led him inte industrial mass
pracduction, warking wilh furniture makers
suech as Rartell who extroded plastic By the
kilowneler to make his ingenious and fung

ticnal shelving, making rotationally molded
plastic armehairs with Moroso, and vacuom

farmed café chairs for Vitra, 1o say nedthgg
af a wide range of watchos, wine racks and
wind: coalers, This was the traditional role of
the duesigner, following on the path that has
ils wriging at the start of the ninetecnth
contury, whan masy production overlook
the decorative arts, and industrial dosign
lilled the gap lefl by the eraftsiman,

L was a trajectory that reflected only o [rrt
ol Arad's interests, The others were cloarly
signaled by the work he showed in Kassal
that year, Fulf House, Made frien o Lhick
piace of flat sheet sluminum, and raw to the
point of bratality, it was seored wilh jagged
cuts, gouged and wired up with cablas,
makeshifl hinges and winches (that could
be pulled tight e comvert 1he flag carpet into
the semblance of a sofa. You could, just
abowt, sl on i, and then winch it back down
to floar level, complating the performance
by folding back the winch handla itself flush
with 1he metal sheet,

On the day ol the apening, Roll Fehlbawm
o teses Arad ane asked the price, He was
the owener of a salid, dependabile manufag

tures ol otfice furniturs, with a passion Tar
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Charles Lames, Fehlbaum left with o hand-
shake, But withouot conficming o sale, Liter
L same day Bruno Bischolsburger also
stepped a8t Arad's exbibil, Was the piece for
saled Arad hesitated, "1 told him that | had
hadd some interast init.” Bischolsburgor told
i that he would pay the price Arad was
askireg, Arad asked for time e coll Fehlbaum
Lo check that he was serious, Bischofshor-
ger tolod Birm it wies o take it or leave it offer,
and Arad said no sale,

It could have been o careor-defining move.
If he had sald to Bischolsburger he would
hawve set oul Tor the art waorld, Vitra was
definitively placig him in the design camp.
In g sense, Arad has spent much of the
intarvening tme atlempting to reverse whal
happened thal doy, f he had gone waitks
Sischalsburger, in view of the carecr that
Aradd has pursued in the last two decados,
it's hord 1o soo that he would ever hoave
biretn involvod in design on an industrial
which would certainly have boen a
real loss to the history of conlemporary
design. He has the agile quick thinking,
punning scrabble-game, table lennis
obsossed mind of a chess player with a
passion for material and inventlion that has
made some of his mass made objects
briliant in their ariginality and ingenuity,
But it is clear that they do not fully satisfy
him. It's a different level of cultural ambi-
tion that now mowves Arad, and with an
varlier start on the art side of the fence, you
would not have seen him hankering to
make averyday objecls,

And et that involvemont with the weight of
things and the archetypes of design has
servad Arad's coreor well, Arad could be
described as an artistwhose subject matter
happens 1o bo design. It is a working
definition Tar o man who is alsa a gifted
architect, but perhaps it is stll not entively
satisfactory, cspecially for someonn whao
has Arad's fascination for the warkings of the
art garme, and a fencer's skill in parrying
any attempd W categorize him. “Lam doing
avillain Marrakech, | spent my time warming
ey client ivs not going to be the usual kind
afwilla, There are lots of good architects, and
nol many good clients, | even said yes to
Butlding o shopping mall, The clicnts
pritended they wanted saomethiog dillerend
and Lthen reality kicks in,”

Likiee othoer artists, ane can see o body o
work cmerging in which cortian themes
recur afain and again, s not that &rad is
designing the same chair again and again,
huis using certain farms that he has already
mvented inodifferent ways, and ditferent
materials, and for difforeasl purposes,
Forhaps the first of these themes that Aracl
has kept coming back Lo s the Big Easy, a
lerm that he first osed i the early 1980s,

soale

when he was sull maintaining his own
workshop wilh o group of assistants,
weelding. It has subsequontly boen produced
in avanety of malerials and finishes, from
mass-proviuced o editions, some polishoed,
some painted, and on a variety of scales
“The fiest By Easy and a late one are the
same form, but ooe is about ravwness, and
everything bul finosse. 1t's hadly weldod
and benl and that was its charm, The later
oo s more like jowelry, Its like Polansk,
whao learnt how to make a filim as ho was
foing along, In the first films the comoera
shakes, [Us all to do with what you can get
wour honds on or else you can hove o theory,
and creale o catchphrase,”

Meet the Gomli

In the run up to the Pars show, Arad was
working an a newe medif, 1Us a ligure that he
calls the Gomdi, after the Bolish artist. “The
thing here is nat the shape, so why inven
a new shape” Its o new addition to his
repertoire, a figuee 1o be used ina range of
ways, And also ooresponse oo career in
wehich he has weorkesd on se many chairs, The
shape is nat of the chair, but of the form of
its pocupants, "I is o new Everyman, As 4
designer yau are always working on daing
acantainey for someane you don't knove. [t
couldd be Pavirott, o it could he Tadgaoy, bl

Gt Bpheerea, 2000, Polvamade. Ph 1o
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Ny disciphne

15 the same chair, You spend your life doing
this for the invisible sitten, So oyou Star Lo
think, what does he look like, 1his invisdble
sitter? We made a figuee designed nol for
Dxuly Bot for the imvprind of he Dackside,
I is o Hgurative piecea; | was going to showe
il Frieze this year, alongsice Aok, which
would Furve made it into a Tetish objoeat, It
isn‘tthat, But of courae, you can’t el peaple
that they don't see sormething, 1 they think
they see it it s there, wouldn’t blame
pecple 0 they jumped o the wrang
conclusion. I showed Anleoy Gormiley the
GomiiTigure, and we discussed the project.
ke in mecative Lo de o creation Uhat will
stamp its backside on gy material, acrylic
ar aluminum. The lronl doasn’t matter, it's
got nipples, bul no sex, And it has hig Teet.
He s in the computer now,”

This is not thae liest figurative piece that Arad
has done [o the 19805, he warked on a
project known as the Transformer, hasead an
tachnology developed by Eric Victorn Victor
vsddd vicuum and foam granules for medi

cal use Lo support broken bones, Acacd osed
i Lo e luee seats malded o the user's Doy,
"Iy the o Gorndi, s the opposite of the
foare vacuum, That was a kind of nstan
Gustormsation, What |Hearnt is that you don’t
resally want to sitin your owen body shape

s et a comifortable fealing for fumitore

It v o lailure in two different versicns,
Fhat was made to measure, The Gomili s
proetd portern”

Readymade and recuperation

For Arad the idea of the roalymade has
abways been a potent issuc, o the caorly
cliys hewas apprapoating abyects: the Bover
chiair, the scaffolding system, o Kee Klamp,
Then there were mdustrial moshos used for
conveyear helts, Rocently b his used the idea
of the readymade as oway ol concentrating
on the impartant decisions in a wark, and
Being prepared to accept the aesthetic conse
uences of trusting in the nature of materials,
and the dictales of goometry and detail.
"Lean doa complete computer rendering of
an object, which will show what the effoct
will b, Bt o con't prodict, Yoo make the
firat decision and you see what happens,
With the Gorndi you hove one decision,
whiere dooyou start, Then it does what i
wanls, Thoy wore meant to be molds, but
they became sarmaething alsa, The shapo of
th Hggure is the prodact of over @ yoor of
work, L has different forms, am deing one
i glass, Shapos are easy, thero s no shor
Lagie of them. The problem is 1o stop them
populating. You know tharm will b six copios
l the Goml and 80,000 of a chair, In those
circumstances, suceess o lilure is comple-
Lely differont, With the Good | have froe
dom. | don't have to do any persuading,
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The picee just has 1o e lked by someone
Ewvien thiot is not necaessary all of the time, Yoo
could sy art and design are complotaely
chifferant, U depends on whal sort of discus
sion you want to bhave, You can sec thal an
artist who champions abstraction would
a0y ‘this is nat a chair, itis a sculpture’. And
somaotimaes it doesn’t matter what people
aay. 10t is furmiture thon the back has to have
arake, Itis not doing it because it has another
agoenda. Its not an ideology, it's a commer-
cial issue, For me the trouble with design is
that design was kidnapped by hifestyle, |
dont care about the sink, or the color of
certaing, | am not interested o taste and
magadines” Arod has gquestiong about art
as woll as design, “All those slegans may
sorvi some pooplo some of tho tme, Thero
is not one true way of warking. There is no
right and wrong. There is exciting, interes
ting, engaging, charming, and there is bo
ring, and tedious. What we groew up thinking
is naughty has become normal, The compu
ter-gencrated blobs are being done by the

Game Boy/Nintendo gencration, working
for tha old masters,”

Arad has always worked with othors, from
the workshop dovs to the eleclronics experns
wha made his Ariel light possible. Mow he
has a elose relationship wilth Ernast Maour
mang, mare than a gallenst and a collector,
butl a passionate perfectionist in making
things. “Ineed Ernest so that | can do things
[ first heard of himin Milan but | never knew
exactly what he did, Then one year at the
Milan Tair, | did twenty handmade painted
chairs and he came and bought the whole
cbnlntion, After that vee started making stuff
together, L] How do you judge o succoss
ful weork? s the responso, Peaple naminate
theie appraisers. Tho lrst stopis the people

W

around, | always depend on people,” 5

Forrmer archifociure Critie of the Obsamvar and fourder
of Blepont IRLAT R, Doayary Sl ax iirector of the

Dezign Muscum i Londan, His naemarons books an

g and architeciure inclade a ||;..-....-:|r..-‘|-.u'| o Ren
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