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Mattia Bonetti is one of these names that will either send a fan into hysterics or spark no
reaction at all. The Swiss-born designer, who has been living in Paris for over 40 years, is a true
undercover icon. From custom-made furniture for private clients - a prominent Hong Kong
family, members of the German aristocracy, established French Art collectors- to collaborations
with commercial brands, -a dressing room for Christian Lacroix, perfume bottles for Nina Ricci,
carafes for Ricard, an ironing board for Dash- Mattia Bonetti has designed it all. He even
presented his first wallpaper last April at TEFAF, the Art and Antiques fair in Maastricht.

Born in Lugano in 1952, Bonetti was raised in a family which placed great value on History of
Art and craftsmanship. He went on to study textile design where drawing was an essential part
of the trade; a step that is still the first stage of all his creations today.

Initially working as a part of a duo with Elizabeth Garouste from whom he parted in 2001,
Bonetti helped closed the gap between Art and Design to create loud, “neo-barbaric” forms.
Thousands of drawings, models and objects have come out of his overflowing imagination,
some of them never produced but which the designer preciously keeps in a cabinet “so they can
hopefully come to life one day”.

Browsing through his creations, it can be hard at times to see a common thread, and yet they
are all unmistakingly by Bonetti: colorful, playful, high-end and unapologetically flirting with
kitsch. Interestingly, Bonetti's outlandish designs are as loud as he is soft-spoken. How can a
man so composed come up with pieces as mad as these? A visit of his Paris studio holds the
key to this secret.

Niched in the developing 11th arrondissement of Paris and overlooking a leafy square, the
modest sized atelier is composed of two areas. The upstairs space, open to the public during
the day, boasts a few art books and fancy art paraphernalia as well as half a dozen of his own
quirky creations scattered around the room. Standing to the right is a 1.80 metre-high “China”
Han inspired floor lamp made out of glazed porcelain with gold details, facing a colorful “Press”
sofa. In the window passersby can admire a series of models, including the “Broken Pearl
Necklace” table, a masterpiece composed of a marble top appearing to be floating in mid air, a
necklace negligently resting on it. Despite the bright colors and large pieces of furniture, a
feeling of peace and quiet emerges from the studio.

A few steps down a narrow stairwell unveil a busy workshop. As Bonetti says so himself, this
room is the secret to his longevity: “work, work, work”. This is where his drawings are turned into
miniature sculptures and, space and equipment permitting, full scale models, before being
reworked and passed on to the various artisans for the making.

Back upstairs we sit on “Alu” chairs protected by see-through plastic covers, sipping on strong
black coffee and dark chocolate. We get chatting about his latest book, a two volume, 600
pages opus celebrating his work.

Maia Morgensztern: Mattia Bonetti, your career spans over 30 years, with works included in the
world’s top museum like the Centre Pompidou in Paris, the Cooper-Hewitt in NY, and the V&A in



London. You are a very successful designer and yet few books exist about your work. Louvre
Victoire editions just published one including many images. How did the idea come about?

Mattia Bonetti: Jean-Jacques and Bénédicte Wattel are two long time friends who started to
publish books on post war-ceramics. Bénédicte came up with the idea of the book about my
work. Being a very small editor we worked very tightly together, it happened very quickly and
was a great experience.

MM: There are over a thousand images in this book, most of them drawings. Back in your days
with Elizabeth Garouste, you would sign them with ‘BG’, the duo’s logo, and add your own
signature underneath. The idea belonged to the duo but the drawing was treated as a separate
artwork. What is the importance of this medium for you?

MB: I'm turning 63 years old this year. | was born in a world where computers didn’t exist. | was
trained as a textile designer first, with lots of drawing and painting and | always cherished this.
Even in the early 90s when computers appeared everywhere, | wasn’t at ease with it. | still work
with pencil and colors and other media, like small scale models in bake clay or foam. My work
has organic a naturalistic shapes -sometimes human shapes as well- so it is important to first
make a real model not to betray the final look of the piece. Everything starts with a drawing.

MM: When you first sit down with a pencil, what sparks your inspiration?

MB: The sources of inspiration can be broad. One thing that is constant thought, is Nature. Then
it can become abstract but Nature is the starting point. It can also come from History of Art and
Western, Eastern and Oriental civilizations. The Past is also something that comes into my
work. | don’t copy the Past - | don’t like copies in general- but | take it into account.

MM: Once you start sketching, do want the final work to look exactly like the drawing, or do you
draw knowing which material you will use?

MB: As you said there is the drawing. Then my assistant, who is very good with the computer,
unlike me, models it on the computer. We talk about proportions and material and correct it
together. 90% of the material is already in the drawing, for the rest | go to the craftsmen and tell
them “make something out of it”. My pieces are made out of various materials, so each piece is
made in several places and we all have to communicate to make it work. What takes the most
time to make something is not drawing, but going from one person to the other to make sure
everything is properly done according to my wish.

MM: Sometimes you imagine pieces that have no existing material to create them. For the
“Toast” series for example, the finish of the chest and table had a very specific shimmery effect.
How much did the final pieces changed from the initial idea? Did you listen to the craftsmen
when they say it was impossible to make?



MB: Well, ‘impossible’ is a word that doesn’t exist in our vocabulary. Sometimes it can be
deceiving, but we try not to say that is it ‘impossible’. Interestingly, the “Toast” chest is made of
a migrating pigment which | discovered by accident. It was created by Merck, a pharmaceutical
group that also has a department on pigment on colors. At the time | was working on another
piece that had metallic particles in them. it was coming from this lab so | got in touch again later
on to see what else they were doing, and this is what they had. The pigment changes color as
you move around the piece; | was attracted by this idea of movement within color. This effect is
much more effective when applied on a roundish, softer shape, so it is actually the material
which gave the final shape of the piece.

MM: While you say that everything starts with a drawing and you are not comfortable with
computers, you have always been at the forefront of new technologies, working with elaborate
computer programs and industrial techniques. How do you feel about new technologies today?
Computer assisted drawings, the democratisation of 3D techniques, etc. Anybody can design
and create a 3D object in a few minutes, without even touching a pencil. How do you feel about
that?

MB: | think that it is good from a certain point of view: it gives lots of people the opportunity to
see their ideas come into shape. On the other hand | think it is a terrible loss for the art
expression itself, because people lose touch with the material - whether it’s oil paint, paper
stone or even resin. It is during the journey of the making of an artwork that you discover new
things. Most you would not have seen on a computer. With a physical model you can stop,
rearrange, change your mind. Of course that can bring mistakes, but mistakes is what we are
made of. We improve by making mistakes.

MM: Speaking about the process, is there a difference between works commissioned by brands
and the ones created for private clients?

MB: Brands will often have a brief and targets they need to achieve. With private clients it is
more of a psychological collaboration. | have to understand who they are. Often they are also
Art collectors, so they are usually open to new experiences. It is also important to remember
that everything | make will be used. Even though my designs are on the verge of Art and
Design, | am mainly a designer.

MM: You are indeed one of the pioneers of Design Art and have been making high-end pieces
pieces for the past thirty years. We’ve seen prices for such objects soar in the last decade: Marc
Newson'’s “Lockheed Lounge” sold for £1.1m (approx $1.6m) in 2009, making it the most
expensive design piece by a living artist. This record has been broken a few times since, with
the same chair selling for over £2.4m (approx. $3.7 millions) in London last April. The piece
even appeared in a Madonna music video... there is definitely a hype around these objects. Do

you think Design Art is a trend or a discipline?



MB: In my case, it is a discipline. Then there is the hype as well. | think one has to work,
constantly, not thinking about success but about the art of doing things. | don’t want to sound
pretentious, but | am in touch with the new generation who come to my studio for internships
and advice. They come out of design schools knowing more about Public Relations than they do
about design. | think it is absurd. They should concentrate more on their craft.

MM: What about the price for these pieces? Your pieces are for sale too, a few of them will also
be auctioned off this October at Ely house in London.

MB: High-end design takes time to do and usually comes in a limited edition. Some of my
pieces will become rare, or unique at times, and what is rare comes at a price.

MM: In our evolving global economy, more buyers have emerged from places like China, the
Middle East and Russia. Fashion houses like Chanel and Dior have adjusted their collections
according to these new markets and their taste. Do you think there is a shift in taste in high-end
Design as well?

MB: Well, probably yes. Designers will certainly be briefed by companies coming from places
with ways of life that are quite different from one another.

MM: What about you? We are sitting next to the embroidered “Press” Sofa, which was partly
produced by Pearl Lam, a wealthy Hong Kong based dealer and collector.

MB: Yes. This “Press” sofa has both the French and Chinese culture in it. | live in France and
yes, this piece was for a Chinese collector. You know, one of my biggest clients are Sir and
Lady Po Shing Woo and Sir Nelson Woo for whom | designed houses, a boat, offices, etc. This
relationship has been going on for more than twenty years. | didn’t design their place thinking of
China, although | did make some references to it; China is part of my background anyway, my
mother was dealing in Chinese antique bronzes and ceramics. When | did the first house for this
family, the son, a great Art collector, asked for a “chinoiserie” [a 19th century western take on
Chinese culture]. It was interesting and funny to do this in Hong Kong.

MM: You mentioned a few times that you bathed in Art as a child. You also collect contemporary
artists. Who do you think are the great artists of today?

MB: There are so many... | don’t know. Well, one of the leading artists | really like in the USA
today are Brice Marden and Frank Stella. Here in Europe, | like Glenn Brown’s work.

MM: And Berlinde de Bruyckere, | can see her postcard on the wall. It is quite freaky.

MB: Yes absolutely. When you look are her pieces you are moved and scared. It makes you
think of things that are not always pleasant. But is art to be pleasant? | don’t think so.



MM: What about Design? If Art doesn't have to be pleasant, does Design have to be functional?

MB: It depends. Look at today’s architecture. Everything is already integrated, kitchen,
cupboard, etc. You don’t need anything. This is what makes me closer to Art: | design things

that are not useful. They are only useful for the mind and people’s imagination. M

ABOUT: Maia Morgensztern is a Culture Editor and freelance Radio Broadcaster
Twitter: @MaiaMorgen



