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craft and industrial design

in tandem. (While TaTu fur-
niture is no longer available
from Artecnica, Burks plans
to commercially distribute
Musarurwa’s work through
his own company.)

Burks’ collaborative mind-
set and method sustains him as
adesigner, too: A polyphony of
voices saturates the designer’s
work, from perfume bottles to
colorful packing tape, rope
chairs, home textiles, and even
a couch with upholstery pleat-
ed by kilt-makers in Scotland.
For Burks, the problem with
today’s conventional industrial
processes is that they keep
designers and, therefore, inno-
vation at a distance. “The clos-
er designers can get to the
process of making,” he says,

“the more we can understand
and create unique results.”

Work predicated on such
hands-on proximity to the arti-
sanal process — product devel-
opment that happens while
making the product —has
demonstrably broadened his
own knowledge, skills, and
creativity. When ATA and
Artecnica invited Burks to
Cape Town, his work for luxu-
ry brands had been feeling
superficial for some time. He
describes his first trip to South
Africa as a “design boot camp”;
he worked directly with sev-
eral artisan groups for a couple
of weeks, using mostly recy-
cled materials, from wax and
mosaic glass tile to plastic bags,
wire, and tin cans — material
otherwise headed for the land-
fill. “I found their immediacy
of making fascinating,” says
the designer. He developed
the recycled glass and silicone
bowls and vases on that trip
that would be picked up by
Cappellini Love, along with
the first prototype of the
TaTutable series.

That first visit to Africa
also left Burks struck by the
designworld’slack of diversity —

“notjustin the faces of the
designers, the companies, and

"3553;’:;5] /i the consumers, butalsointhe

' forms, materials, and references
in the products,” he explains.

“Isaw the work with the artisans
as acollaboration that gave a
unique voice to the products I
began making, a voice that was
less interested in the end result
and more interested in the story
of getting there.”

It was his 2011 “Stephen
Burks: Man Made” exhibition,
the Studio Museum in Harlem’s
firstindustrial design show, that
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Weaving experts

in the Philippines

work collaboratively

to build the Burks-

designed Ahnda

lounge chair, designed

for Dedon in 2014. Burks’ Missoni
Patchwork vases,
released in 2004,
were his first foray
into handmade
objects.

This ottoman, part
of the 2012 Dala
collection for Dedon,
comes with a strap to
make it easy to carry
or drag.

The Ahnda chair
showcases what

Burks calls “transpar-
ent upholstery.”
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epitomized and broadcast
Burks’ rare fusion of crafts-
manship and contemporary
design: The basic unit of the
show —baskets constructed
from spiraled Senegalese
sweetgrass, stitched together
with colorful strands of recy-
cled plastic — stemmed from a
chance meeting in New York
with a basket vendor from
Thiés, a city near Dakar, Sen-
egal. Burks and his assistant
learned the weaving method
on a visit to Thies, where the
women sat on the ground,
legs stretched out in front of
them, to work. Back in Burks’
studio, the baskets were aug-
mented with a mirror or alight
bulb; were used to fabricate
new objects, such as abeanbag
chair, employing the same sew-
ing technique but with differ-
ent materials such as nylon
technical climbing rope; and
were used as molds to shape
secondary materials.

Burks was not just sam-
pling a sensibility, but innovat-
ing techniques and materials,
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folding them into his design
practice. Whetherit’s African
basketweaving or Peruvian
papier-méché, he doesn’tlet
sentimentality about a craft
tradition or a blind loyalty to
its “Africanness” or “Peruvi-
anness” limit him.

The artisans often lack
the formal vocabulary learned
in design school, which, Burks
says, can sometimes make
hashing out an idea more of
achallenge, but the wealth of
knowledge they possess about
their material and craftis
immeasurable. “We try to
learn as much as we can before
we go, but often are surprised
by the reality,” he says, “and
that’s the fun part. The best
projects are those thatleave
space for the imagination of
the artisans. They’re creative
people like me, who spend hours
and hours manually solving
problems on the fly.”

‘Working on outdoor furni-
ture brand Dedon’s new
Dala and Ahnda collections,
the designer arrived in the

Philippines with only general
sketches and no idea how the
final weave would be devel-
oped over the multiple inter-
secting parts of the chair —
but within days artisans had
resolved most of the details.
“It still takes nearly a week to
weave one chair, but this is
where the luxury truly lies —
in the authenticity of the hand,”
Burks explains. “Brands like
Hermés leverage and celebrate
this kind of appreciation for
making every day, so why can’t
artisans in the Philippines?”
+
readymadeprojects.com
Shonquis Moreno is a freelance
Journalist and design consultant
who lives and works in Brooklyn
and Istanbul. She contributes
to Wallpaper, Architect, and
‘Whitewall, as well as Surface,
Dwell, and Frame magazines.

In early 2014, Dwell
magazine exhibited
work by Burks during
Milan Design Week.
The show featured a
mix of Senegal-based
works and other
design collaborations.

Burks has a line of

wax-printed clothes
available through
New York retailer
Opening Ceremony.
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“The closer designers

Burks with artisan

Willafd Musarurwa,
i can get 1o the
i TaTu faenure process of making,
(below). the more we
can undersiand
and create
unique results.”
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