Transcript of Speeches & Discussions, 15th September 2008.

Ben Evans:

The LDF is an annual event, this is its 6th year, and tonight in the royal festival hall is our opening event, for our 800 closest friends. It is an umbrella event that celebrates design in all guises, there are 200 projects across the city and if you have time, there are lots and lots to see this week. It runs until 23rd September. Part of the festival is taking on special projects like this, this is the second year we’ve run this project, last year we worked with Zaha Hadid and Future Systems, this year we’re working with David Adjaye. The idea of the Size + Matter project is to try and explore a relationship between a chosen material and an architectural designer. We have ambitions like being able to change perceptions or broaden horizons about that material and I think we’ve achieved that today, but I’ll leave the David’s to talk about that. It’s interesting how people get very stuck in their minds about certain kinds of material, and I’ll cast your minds back to last year Zaha worked with concrete: most people’s view of concrete is a very negative view, we did it in a highly polished black concrete, where people actually refused to believe it was concrete, and we were able to open up and broaden people’s perceptions and views with that. Likewise with timber and wood, there is an opportunity I think both to a public and a professional audience to say something different about what these woods are capable of. And through the generous support of David and his colleagues, we have been able to build this pavilion here, which will be one of the highlights of this year’s London Design Festival, and perhaps I can hand over to David just to tell us a little bit more from his perspective, thank you.

David Venables:

Thank you, my name is David Venables some of you know me I know, but not all, as the European Director of the American Hardwood Export Council. Ben approached me about nine months ago to become a potential partner in the Size + Matter project, and promised that we would be teamed up with a creative, iconic designer and architect, and we had no idea who and what was coming. I have to say it has been a delight to be involved in something so exciting and so public, and David Adjaye’s inspirational design set us a massive challenge because in putting forward some of the wood species we have and promote from north America, he chose American tulipwood which is very widely used, but rarely seen and is, I suppose, known as a utility furniture and joinery wood, but not something that you would create these kinds of structures from. For me it was a fantastic challenge because we know it has properties way beyond its current use, and he gave us the incentive to bring together a fantastic professional team of Hess Wohnwerk from Germany (the manufacturers), Rensteph was the project leader, and Osmose the wood treatment specialists based here in the UK, and that expertise all came together with David and his team (Yohannes), and we have managed to use this timber structurally, exteriorly, outside (with wood treatment), and aesthetically to show that you can make dramatic statements from wood and do different things with them. I think in terms of reacting with the public it will show wood is a great material, wood is back in fashion, and there is an environmental reason for that as well. And we need to make the most of what we have got and challenge it, and I think we’ve done that today I don’t want to take up any more of the time, because I want to hand over, and it’s a great pleasure to introduce, the inspiration behind this pavilion, David Adjaye.

David Adjaye

Well it’s great to be finally standing inside this thing, because for many months we had one of these in our studio and we were saying “can you do it? Can we do it?”. I just wanted to shed some light as to why I chose this material, tulipwood. I’m an architect, and I work in the public realm and the private sector and I think as designers, we are always obsessed with the surface effects of timber, and we are also obsessed with having it even and monotone, or just having particular patterns. I think we categorise wood as being that, and we categorise wood as something that we use for decoration in that way. When I saw the samples of tulipwood I was really shocked because essentially if you look around you it is a kaleidoscope of colour, from the yellows to the warm dark browns, or you can get all the spectrum in just one timber. I thought that was really, really unusual so the thing that people thought was maybe a negative, I thought was a potential positive. And then obviously this timber is incredibly strong, it is a hardwood essentially, but it doesn’t look like your typical hardwood, and I thought that that was fascinating. And in my work I’m interested in the way light affects material, and the way then that material and the whole composition affects you emotionally. So I just thought that this was an incredible opportunity to make a summation of that, using just one material to be both structure (the columns and the beams), the aperture, the floor, the decoration, the filter, and the mood. The idea was to not introduce any other element except tulipwood, in all its glory, articulating in an almost gothic pavilion with its effect. I am really excited and moved that we’ve been able to do it, so I don’t know how you feel about it, but as a designer, to be able to reduce the amount of bits that also go into making a construction is something that I’ve found very challenging, and something that I think I’ve been able to achieve here with my team. Actually two people that have been instrumental: there’s Yohannes who has been going crazy, and I just wanted to thank Johannes, but also Carly who has been working day and night on this project...but also the whole team: everybody that has been a part of it, and I just wanted to say thank you so much, thank you London Design Festival’ for allowing this to happen, and I wonder where it’s going to go when it’s done and finished?

Ben Evans:

It’s worth just commenting briefly on that: this structure will be here for a month, so it gets to enjoy the London Design Festival audience, but it also gets to enjoy the Frieze Art Fair audience which follows in two or three weeks’ time, because it can be enjoyed by that audience too. After its time here, we will be auctioning the piece through Phillips de Pury for the benefit of the festival, and if you’ve got a garden big enough it would look tremendous, and we hope that is a successful auction, because it enables the project going forward; we need to sell each one to do the next one. I think we’ve got a lot more materials to work with, but we’ve got a gem of a project here, absolutely stunning. It’s a pity that the sun is kind of out but not on the structure, because if you are here on a sunny day, which is rare at the moment in London, the light and the shadow is just fantastic – you managed to see it the other day didn’t you David? and I managed to catch a brief glimpse of it as well – but please come again and have a look at it. The other thing that is worth saying is that at night, the structure will be illuminated, both from underneath and from lights on the balcony, and we don’t put fences up at night until about 11 O’clock, it’s getting dark about 7:30 in London now so please come back at night, because it looks very very different and you get to be able to enjoy the light and the shadows through artificial light rather than sunlight.

David Venables:

Ben, David, thank you. Thank you all for coming. We have a couple of minutes if there is any specific question that you have for David or for Ben or for any of the team. There will be a chance to interact a bit later on, but if there is anything now that is like “how did you do that?” or “why did you do that?”...

Journalist:

It is maybe a stupid question, but how long did it take to build it? Both from conception to end, and on-site.

David Adjaye:

On-site: it’s been about 10 days, slightly less. 

Journalist: 

So you could think of this as a temporary pavilion?

David Adjaye:

It is a temporary pavilion, very much. It is designed to be dismantled, it is a set of parts, it has to be reconstructed in somebody’s space, or in a place again. There is a lot of innovation in terms of construction processes here, it is a pre-fabricated set of pieces that come together, with the columns that connect it up – we could do a whole talk about the construction process, but [essentially] it is a pre-fabricated system.

David Venables:

But the planning and concept was about 9 months from the initial ideas, and then it got quicker and quicker as we got on.

Ben Evans:

Because of the site as well, we needed to build it quite quickly, and there are functions and events going on. At the weekend we had the Thames Festival, where somewhere between half a million to three-quarters of a million people went by, so it has already had a vast audience just in its first weekend. But we only had a short-ish period of time, so part of the work working with Hess Wohnwerk, was to create a series of sections that would allow us to construct it quickly, and cleanly importantly as well.

David Venables:

...My thanks again, for being invited to be part of this. 

