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Giorgio Bena: The Minimal Radicalist in Metal Design

tocco-2024.07.09

Giorgio Bena, bornin 1995, grew up near Turin, where he is currently based. He specialisesin
bespoke furniture andinterior design andalso works as an artand design curatorand
professor. Giorgio has collaborated with Turin-based studios Nucleo, Studio F, and Velvet
Studio, and he teaches Design History and Culture atIAAD. In 2022, he launched his
production venture, focusing primarily on metal as a technical material with experimental
potential.
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Thechoiceto work with stainless steelhas beenvery spontaneousto me.lcomefroma

family of carpenters and metalsmiths, andlIstartedto havearelationship with this Subscribe to the
material when Iwas akid. newsletter

At first, it wasjust thefascinationfortheworkshop, that felt like amagic place where things Receive your weekly
were created from scratch, but also assomesort of playhouse. [remember driving through dose of alternative &

thewarehouse ontheforklift withmy grandpa, sittingonhislap. Thenwhen lwas ateen
strongenoughto handletoolssafely, Istarted working there during summer breaks from
school,andthenit becamesomethinglusedto do nowandthenevenduringmy college
years. Then, whenlfirst startedworkingwith other studios|had the chanceto explore other
materials, such asepoxy resin andsolid wood, but lalways felt that metal suitedmethe
best.
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So thechoice of working withmetalwasinsome way “natural” tome, also becauseit
was easier to start my practiceusing the materials lknew the most, and of course, my family
background camewith someusefulvantages:Ididnot needto buy machinery ortoolsto
start, lhad an established supply chainformaterialsandlocal artisansrelatedto
metalworkingthat lalready knew andwhom Icould easily relateto.

Lockwerk Side Table by Giorgio Bena

Idecided to work with stainless steel forits aesthetic and physical properties:inbetween
metals, stainless steelisthemostresistant,doesnnot needtobepaintedor
treatedtoavoidrust oroxidation, andhas, inmy opinion, the best surfacetexturewhen
hardbrushed, thatis thefinishingluse andthat can bevery helpfulto minimise small
imperfections, whichisvery importantinmetalworking.

Insomeways, workingwith steelwasformeachoiceto avoid problems and minimiseissues
shorteningtheprocess. At thesametime, youhaveto dealwiththecost of amaterialthatis
not cheap, especially whenusing some high-quality kind of steel sheetsto avoidthematerial
bending or getting easily damaged. Using a “raw” material, with no finishing, involves the
necessity of beingvery carefulandrespectfulinevery step of the production process.

Can you discuss the significance of
exposing fittings such as screws and
bolts in your designs? How do you
believe this transparency in design
elements affects the user’s
interaction with the furniture?

Inthe beginning, it was an aesthetic and “political” choice: while lwas experimentingwith a
metal designforsomeyears, waitingto beready to launch my first collection,at some
point steeland aluminium became all of asuddenahugetrendincontemporary
design, especiallyincollectible. But somethingfelt wrongto mewithalot of the
productsrelatedto thistrend. Most of the designers used metal asif it wereany other
material, without takinginto serious considerationits peculiarities (andthisisan
issueforany materialin contemporary design, actually). Icouldnnot findany intent to
valorise metalinthese huge andunnecessarily heavy objects that tried to decline metal
textureandfinishto someformsthat didn’t exploit allits other physical properties. Hence, |
triedto detachmyself from thetrend, notinapolemicalway, but tryingto approach things
from adifferent point of view.

Lockwerk Lounge Shelfby Giorgio Bena

Itriedtouseasmalleramount of material, exploiting steel strengthto develop a
solidand “empty” structure, usingonly rodsand metal sheets, cut andbent. Simple as
that. Thereupontheissue of hiding connection elements, such as screws andbolts, cameup.
Traditionally these connecting elements are hidden as much as possiblein furniture design,
but it wasimpossibleto hideit andat thesamepoint stay loyalto thekind of formalresearch
Iwas pursuing. So I decided to highlight theminstead, making them arecognisable element
of mylanguageandstyle.

Thisisstrictly connectedto thetopicof making my furniture completely self -
assembled, tominimise shippingimpact and costs. Highlightingconnection elements
makes it easy to assemble andunderstand. Also, lhope, it makes the core concept
somethingthatisimmediately clear andrecognisable, beyond any necessities of complex
storytelling. Itisright there, clearand simple, such as screwing abolt. Ithink that whenwe can
understandhow somethingis done, it becomes easier to understandwhy it hasbeendone
that way, andfromthat to get to thevery first spark that ledto that concept.lthinkthat
ideas give aspecialvaluetoanobjectonlyif youcanperceivetheideathroughthe
objectitself,notif youaretaughthowtolookatit.It’svery difficult to achieve, andl
thinklamnot thereyet, butitisforsuresomethingthatlaimto do whenldesign.

Lockwerk Coffee Table (credit: @marcolamelia)

Your work seems to embody a
minimalist yet functional aesthetic.
Could you describe your approach to
achieving this balance and any
influences orinspirations that guide
your minimalist design philosophy?

Icouldnamealot of designersandartiststhat lconsider greatly inspiringformy work, but |
think that willbereductive of howthingswork forme. Indeed, Ikeepin great consideration
theinspirationlget from designandart culture, but inthe sameway, laminspiredby alot of
other things, from themusiclhearto thefoodleat, theclotheslwear, the peoplelknow, the
streets|walk.

Ithinkitisthesameforeveryone: ourinspirationcomes fromahuge cloud of elements
and experiences from every aspect of ourlife that contribute, eachinitsownunique
way, to createan aestheticthatresonateswithus.

Thereforelthinkitismoreinterestingto focusonthedesignprocess.lamnotahugefanof
the“formsfollowfunction” formula, but still, my idea of awell-designed object resides in
therelationship betweenthese two elements.

AsImentioned, theidea from whichlstartedto designmy objects was forthemto
useless materialandtobeself-assembled. Thesetwo “functions” (or pragmatical
needs we cansay)didnot automatically transforminto aform, but sure set somelimitsto
theformalaspects.

lalwaysthought that having alimitedrange of optionsis akey aspect to focusyour creative
process, so lalwaysstart to designsettingsomeboundaries for myself:a particularform
oraspectlwant to explore,afunctionthatthe finalproduct must perform,
somethinglikethat. Then,itisimportant to understandwhentheprocessyoustartedleads
youto thelimit of theboundariesyouset:Ithink that the design that will satisfy meisto find
somewhereonthat edge.

The Lockwerk Coffee Table and
Lounge Shelf have beenrecognised
for theirinnovative design. Can you
share the development process
behind these pieces, from initial
concept to final prototype?

AsImentionedeverythinghas startedfrom theidea of creatingsomeself-produced
furniture pieces while keepingin consideration someindustrial aspects such as self -
assembly, reduced shippingvolume, andreproducibility. It all started there. Also, Iwanted
toexperiment withjoinery. Lockwerk Coffee Tableisthefirst piece of thecollection,
andit brings allthese aspectsto themaximum:itinvolves theuse of rods, U-joints,andthe
intersection of themetal sheetsthemselves.

Itiswhatisusually considered as a statement piece, some kind of manifesto object.

Lockwerk Lounge Shelf (aswith every configuration of the shelving system) simplify this
researchinasimple object that embodiesthetopic of customizability, oneof theaspects|
wantedto focusonatthattime.

Regardingtheactual prototyping, theissueregarded the details: how to exploit at its best
thestrengthof thesteelrods, howto makeit easierto assemble the pieces, and how thick
themetal sheetsneededto beasthinaspossibleandstillnot to bend.

Customisability is akey feature of your
Lockwerk Lounge Shelf. How do you
ensure that each customized piece
meets both aesthetic and functional
requirements? Are there specific tools
or techniques you use to manage this
customizability?

Oneof theaspectslkeptingreat consideration, regarding the shelvingsystem, was
allowing myself to designsomething that canbeimplemented withnewelements,
tobecome moreand more functional. Right now, lam studyinghowto implement
closedmodulesforstorageandhangingracksforfashionretailpurposes. llikedtheidea of
these objectsbeingthestartingpoint of aresearch and development process.

I'mopento thepossibility that these new elements could comenot only from my ideas but
also from some customisation needs.

The objectsitself itis not difficult to customise whenit comes to configurationor
sizebecauseithasbeenconceived forthat purpose. ButIthinkthat what makesit
specialisthefact that it offersthe possibility of rethinkingit from both the designer'sand
thecustomer's perspective. It offersmorethanwhatis “onthemenu”, youcanaskfor
modificationandwe’llunderstandtogetherifitis possibleto doiit.

Thatisnotanuncommon processinself-produceddesign of course, but [think that
Lockwerk Shelf (beingthe technical, minimalradicalist object itis) offersawiderange of
functional possibilities without losingits defining elements and personality.

Looking forward, what are your
aspirations for your careerin both
design and curation? Are there
particular projects or goals you are
aiming to achieve in the next few
years?

Iwillbe extremely honest andtellyousomethingisnot so commonto hear out becauseit
breaks the glamorous aura surrounding the designer’s work, but everyoneintheindustry
knows. My first goaliseconomic sustainability itself.

Every designer, especially the ones that self-producetheirwork, knows thatitis very
difficult tomake aliving out of your pieces. Alot of designershaveasecondjob, orin
many cases, we could say that their products arethesecondjob.To me, it hasbeenthesame
foralmost fouryears, evenif right nowldecidedto givemyself ayearto focusonmy brand,
afterworkingforother people’s studios.

Thatisahugeprivilege, andnot everyonecando it,'m pretty surethat we’'relosingamazing
“designersto be” inrelationto theeconomic privilege that isrequired to start aself-
productionpath.Tomeit was the possibility of having afamily business that gave
methespaceandthetoolstostart making my stuff, forotherpeopleit couldbethe
money neededto start to work with artisans producing their stuff or affordingmaterials, a
workshop, sometoolsto start, thetimeitisneeded.

While getting there, Ihopelwillhave the chanceto continue developing other aspects of my
work that Ikeepinhigh consideration: Iwouldliketo writeanotherbook about
contemporary design (I'm already workingon something) andlhopelcan continueteaching
asldo now. Ithink that teachingisthethingwherelcanlet my passionfordesignflowinthe
purest way, sharingmy passionwith studentswho are still experiencing the design process
most funnily and excitingly.

Ihopethat this willkeep merememberinghow andwhy |started to design.
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