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Against perception of the neutral as the
hidden, static or indifferent, ‘In-between: The
Utopia of the Neutral’ embraces the opportunity
to build upon Switzerland’s shared cultural
environment and advance into an experimental
space for collaboration, where the neutral – a
fundamental utopian space where fiction and
reality are allowed to play out against each
other – is explored as a catalyst for dialogue
and engagement. The approach interprets the
Biennale’s theme ‘utopia by design’ by asking
to what extent utopia can speak to us without
being merely a displacement of reality or an
escape to a distant world. It investigates the
creative potential of the neutral in times
where our very ability to endure uncertainty is
put to the test.
The idea that design is hidden and therefore
invisible, that its concept can be understood
much more widely than the merely representational, was noted by the sociologist and design
theorist Lucius Burkhardt in 1980. As Victor
Papanek had already done with his seminal
book “Design for the Real World” (1971),
Burkhardt successfully broke through deadlocked patterns in his essay “Design is invisible”
to enable design to be read as a system that
reaches into all areas of life. In this context, it
is neither form nor function that takes

Introduction

In-between: The Utopia of the Neutral

priority, but rather the effect of design on
society. This broad understanding implies a
quasi-neutral stance because it is based
primarily on the idea of design as an openconcept matrix, an intermediate space, a
kind of membrane, an ‘in-between’.

active and compelling. A place from which
one can gain new freedoms, and new perspectives. Based on this interpretation of the
neutral, the Swiss contribution to the Biennale
attempts to make the concept of the ‘neutral’
for the design context more useful by exploring
it as a starting point for research and visioning.

Design objects are never neutral. They have
been designed for a particular purpose even
if this was to meet purely aesthetic criteria.
But what if one detaches design from the
world of products and the manufacture of
various devices or experiences, and opens it
up to a space for reflection on possible design
strategies ? Strategies that will help us to
understand our increasingly complex world,
and so help to contribute to designing it ?
In their everyday practice, designers constantly
have to make decisions between one solution
and another, and can become trapped in a
polar system. However, the neutral seems to
resist this either-or logic. It opens up a third
approach, an approach that overrides paradigm
and creates new connections. The French
philosopher Roland Barthes revealed the
multiple facets of the “neutre” in his 1976-77
lectures. In his studies he circles around the
various levels of meaning of this word and
allows the creation of an empty centre, a
neutral space, but one which is nevertheless

To investigate the creative potential of the
neutral, the project opens up a field of enquiry
between design and specialised industry sectors that are concerned with material advances,
steady optimisation and expansion of qualities
such as resilience, precision, speed, and the
constant improvement of processing and
manufacturing systems. Firmly rooted in the
technological and scientific, they epitomise
the emergence of deep knowledge fields that
evolve below the surface of aesthetics, manifesting in our daily life through their anonymous
and yet ubiquitous presence in objects and
systems we interact with daily. The assumption
that complicity with such deep knowledge
fields can be productive lies in the unconditional
nature of the ‘neutral’ figure. It attempts to
bridge the emergence of gaps arising between
these seemingly disparate fields to explore
the interfaces between different ways of
working and thus sharpen our perception of
design as a catalyst for change.

Introduction
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From a design historical perspective, the
collaborative approach hints at Max Bill’s
modernist utopia of the ‘Gute Form’ – a design
movement from the 1960s that prescribed
a set of criteria for collaboration between
industry and design that were to establish ‘a
harmonious balance’ between form and function. Bill’s functionalistic principle harnessed
the advancement of industrial technology as
an important element in societal development
while addressing consumerism, the role of
taste and the perception of quality, and economic value. His view promoted a design
language that was to endure by being discreet,
simple and low-key, without ‘useless decoration’,
turning objects of ‘straightforward construction’
into ‘consciously’ beautiful objects. While the
functionalistic foundation of the ‘Gute Form
Utopia’ continues to make useful design
affordable for the many  , today’s perspective
of the ‘good form’ ideal begs for a more
dynamic and less arbitrary representation of
what design can do to shape our future.
The works in the exhibition exemplify this
mindset. By engaging and freely interpreting
the fields of industrial expertise as springboards for visioning, they revisit the social
and connective purpose of design. Isolated,
adopted or reconfigured materials ideas
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move freely within a neutral grid. They question the value embedded in everyday objects
and speculate between common, preconceived and unknown notions of utility. Minor
interventions, slight shifts, or new uses of
materials and processes stand for a smallscale examination of larger issues and contexts. The ‘product’ itself is not of primary
concern nor are the results of the interdisciplinary exchanges intended as final solutions
to problems. Each idea presented for the
exhibition is a seed representing scalable
propositions with the potential to expand.
These objects act as tools, as moments of
wonder, waiting to be completed by the
users’ imagination. The Utopia of the Neutral
never creates certainty, rather movement
and fluidity, allowing processes and fragments
to become tangible and to exist.
Objects range from moving lights envisioning
the future of modularity (Dimitri Bähler &
Mathieu Rivier); magnifying lenses to stimulate new points of view (Adrien Rovero);
building elements that interact with architectural spaces whilst acting as sound absorbing
modules (Kueng Caputo); an embroidered
button-hole pattern that supports individual
creativity (Sibylle Stoekli); domestic jewellery
sculptures that highlight the relationship

Introduction
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between tension and balance (Stéphanie
Baechler), a light reflector that looks for new
connections between technological advances
and renewable materials (Jörg Boner); and a
bench that becomes a carrier for displaced
functionality (PlueerSmitt). Common to all is
the endeavour to accommodate the hidden to
wavelengths of human perception, probing
that which can be interpreted and appropriated as the neutral agency of design.
The process of collaboration which took place
for ‘In-between: The Utopia of the Neutral’
revealed unmet potential for collaboration
between design and specialised knowledge
fields. At the same time it exposed contradictions arising when working outside established
systems that today undermine the desire and
ability to tap into a shared space for development, exchange and experiment. Ultimately,
‘In-between: the Utopia of the Neutral’ investigates how cultural identity and proximity can
be activated to facilitate collaborative networks and the sharing of knowledge as a
driving force for personal and collective evolution. The Utopia of the Neutral explores the
gaps arising between increasingly isolated
silos of knowledge while setting a process in
motion where new alliances, connections and
explorations can continue to develop.

In-between: The Utopia of the Neutral
“I define the Neutral as that which outplays
the paradigm, or rather I call Neutral
everything that baffles the paradigm.”
–Roland Barthes
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Stéphanie Baechler

Complications

29

Stéphanie Baechler, Geneva
with Meroz Ressorts S.A., Chêne-Bourg
With ‘Complications’ – a term used in horology
that refers to any function and feature in a
timepiece beyond the simple display of hours
and minutes – Stéphanie Baechler investigates
the intrinsic quality of custom-made micro
precision springs used in watchmaking.
Through the lens of ‘tension’, one of the
functions of such mechanical springs, the
designer turns the beauty of the micro-crafted
inside out. She imagines a future where the
normally concealed functionalities underpinning collectable value in time-pieces can exist
as objects of beauty in their own right.
Stéphanie Baechler presents a series of
domestic jewellery sculptures. By combining
enlarged springs made of brass with fragile
ceramic rods, the functionality of ‘tension’ is
exaggerated and at the same time liberated
from its confines (such as casing or intended
context) to highlight the precarious balance
between resilience, fragility and desirability.

Brass, porcelain

Dimitri Bähler

Hyper Modular
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Dimitri Bähler in collaboration with
‘Mouvement’, Mathieu Rivier, Biel
with NTPT North Thin Ply Technology, Renens
& support from Simpex Electronic AG, Wetzikon
Contemplating a future where everyday objects
will be participative, upgradable, partly
designed and partly assembled with finished
or semi-finished components, designer Dimitri
Bähler collaborates with developer Mathieu
Rivier from Mouvement to explore an idea of
utopia that moves between dematerialisation,
intuition and a symbiosis between technology
and nature.
Hyper Modular is a luminous profile pushing
the limits of assemblage technology of carbon,
LED and micro mechanics. The minimal use
of materials, combined with the light’s flexible
qualities, goes beyond known codes of modularity, envisioning future behaviours of objects
we interact with daily. The almost invisible
design of the light becomes an intuitive tool
with which to design.

Carbon, LED delete programmed mechanics

Jörg Boner
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It’s time to leave the capsule, if you dare
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Jörg Boner, Zurich
with Bcomp Ltd, Fribourg
Jörg Boner investigates design-inspired
solutions that arise from advances in
technology that are becoming increasingly
formless and at the same time more powerful.
The effective design of these technological
tools does not just consider how they work,
but rather how they take into account a broad
range of issues, including a future where
the concept of waste is outmoded. Jörg Boner
has engaged with latest developments in
plant-based, renewable materials to align their
properties with sustainable electronic
components.
‘It’s time to leave the capsule, if you dare’
combines flax and natural resin with LED
technology. With its familiar archetypical
shape and organic skin-like surface, the
object assumes the appearance of a universal
protective form. An ancient renewable
material becomes a carrier for a recently
developed light technology. The proposition
mediates between dematerialisation and
performance, demonstrating the potential
for synergy between ‘neutral’ and renewable
sources, and energy efficient technology.
LED, moulded flax fabric, 300 gsm

Kueng Caputo
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Le Sound a Disparu
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Sarah Kueng & Lovis Caputo, Zurich
with DeCavis, Dübendorf
At a time when we should ponder our consumption of resources, it seems reasonable to
consider how material could be stretched
further in the future. Sarah Kueng and Lovis
Caputo have explored this concept by investigating hydraulic bound materials for industrial
applications and adopting the idea of stretching
materials with air.
Based on the notion that plaster ‘stretched’
with air only uses 7 % of source material
without affecting its basic properties, but
considerably reducing its weight, tantalising
new perspectives for collaboration between
the worlds of scientific research and the
everyday arise. With ‘Le Sound a Disparu’,
the design duo challenge the embedded
preconception of everyday materials and
propose a modular system of elements with
which to adjust architectural qualities and
improve often disregarded acoustic properties of public and social spaces.

Architectural elements – cast hydraulic bound gypsum
Meteorite – cast hydraulic bound gypsum, pigments

PlueerSmitt

Bench No. 2
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PlueerSmitt, Dominic Plueer & Olivier Smitt
with Nova Werke AG, Effretikon
PlueerSmitt approach the notion of utopia
by examining how an object’s presence
is perceived through the depth and material
properties of the outer layer. Fascinated by
the particular haptic and optical manifestation
of zirconium oxide, a technical ceramic used
for both industrial surface-enhancing ‘nano’
coatings and organic tissue replacement for
teeth or bones, the designers probe the material’s protective and life-prolonging properties
against the ordinariness of familiar objects.
Bench No.2 consists of a steel skeleton, which
serves as a vehicle for the typically concealed
ceramic-like material to be exposed. By way
of displacement, the material’s primary function of durability is turned into an interface
for human interaction, drawing attention to the
optical and textural quality of the surface as
connective membrane.

Steel, zirconium oxide applied through thermal spraying

Adrien Rovero
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Magnify the Origin
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Adrien Rovero, Lausanne
with Schott Suisse SA, Yverdon		
Adrien Rovero looks at utopia as a process of
sighting. His approach builds on our ability
to discover the magnitude of stimuli hidden
within our immediate surroundings. He considers utopia a question of perspective, one
that hinges around our ability to perceive
and look at the world around us. If we aim for
future visioning, then the everyday is the
place to start.
Adrian Rovero has explored precision optical
components intended for applications such
as optics, metrology, sensors, lasers and
medical engineering, and has created a series
of conceptual arrangements combining glass
and lava stone – two seemingly different
manifestations of minerals whose state has
been transformed by heat. By means of
reflection, enlargement and illumination, the
artefacts are turned into a series of metaphorical tools to reinvigorate curiosity,
prompting us to uncover what is present,
but perhaps invisible.

Duran glass, aspherical lenses, polished and coated glass,
volcanic rocks, enamel

Sibylle Stoeckli

Imaginary Fabric
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Sibylle Stoeckli
with Saurer Embroidery AG, Arbon
Acknowledging the proposition that human
creativity is one of our most precious attributes, Sibylle Stoeckli envisions a utopia that
brings about a new dynamic in the relationship between the hand and the machinemade. In her investigation, she looks at the
tradition of embroidery in the context of highly
efficient embroidery production systems,
focusing on the polarity between democratisation of embroidery and the resulting alienation from autonomous, creative processes.
Sibylle Stoeckli has designed a fabric with an
irregularly positioned, machine embroidered,
cross-shaped buttonhole pattern, which can
be used according to individual requirements.
The simple, universal buttonhole becomes a
multi-layered metaphor: on the one hand for
the endless possibilities which its “neutrality”
suggests, on the other for a place where
opposites can meet. The fabric becomes a
tool for individual appropriation aimed at
stimulating our ability to imagine and create.

100 % European linen, 100 % cotton thread. Details: Embroidered
buttonhole pattern, buttonhole size 18 mm, fabric width 155 cm

Q&A Designers
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Q&A Industry Partners

A		
		
		

What is your understanding of utopia,
or how would you define the utopian
function of design ?

A		 What would you consider the most
utopian aspects of your industry,
work and expertise  ?

B		
		
		

What comes to mind in regard to the 		
terms ‘neutral’ or ‘neutrality’ ?
What can neutral mean in design ?

B		 What comes to mind in regard to the
terms ‘neutral’ or ‘neutrality’  ?

C		
		
		
		

To what extent are experimental
collaborations important in bringing 		
design forward ? How has the collabora-		
tion influenced your outlook ?

D		
		

How would you describe the character of
your object or project ?

C		 What was the most challenging and /or
inspiring aspect of collaborating with
the designer?
D		 Can you describe the end result of this
collaboration in a few words?
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Stéphanie Baechler
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For me utopia is a vision, it’s the force that
drives me forward and makes me want to
continue exploring. It creates an energy that
drives my approach and my desire to deconstruct limitations.
In my opinion, the utopian purpose of design
is to liberate design from its entrenched circuits – so that unexpected connections and
relationships can become tangible.

Michel Gretz , Meroz Ressorts S.A

47

Actually all the objects we make are utopian!
Many of our clients (mostly from the watchmaking industry, but our clientele is quite
diverse) ask for the near-impossible. We have
to make a detailed analysis of the inquiries
and then decide if it can be done or not. It is
quite a crazy business, and yet we manufacture around 1000 different products at our
company.

Dimitri Bähler
Utopia suggests an ideal which we cannot
attain. It is the everyday experience of the
designer.

48

Olivier Thomassin, NTPT
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Our utopia is to have carbon everywhere !
Actually the use of this material is
continuously increasing. It is already used in
marine and aviation; in high performance
motors; the watchmaking industry; in space
technology; and in sporting goods, with great
potential for many other applications.
Our strength as a company lies in our high
degree of flexibility, our reactivity, and our
capability of innovation. Our headquarters
and R&D centre are here in Switzerland –
we do not simply sell standard products.
In the case of the extremely thin layers which
we manufacture, the main driver is to extract
the maximum properties from the materials
– in all our applications, our partners are
solving technical challenges with composites.

Jörg Boner
I see utopia in design as something which
does not conform to the general rules that
usually accompany the design process.
Higher goals, values and dreams determine
the direction and aim of the work.
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Sophie de Rijk, Bcomp Ltd
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The world of composite materials is generally
governed by the ideal of lightness for high
performance. Usually, this is associated with
synthetic materials. A polymer matrix, either
through the mixing of fluid components
reacting together to make a solid, or a meltable plastic heated up and then cooled, is
combined with man-made fibres to reach this
ideal of high stiffness for low mass. Bcomp,
with its motto “play naturally smart”, brings
natural fibres to this synthetic world and
doesn’t stop at matching the performance of
existing synthetic solutions – it wants to
exceed it (and does!). Bcomp’s utopia is to
perform better and to do this in a sustainable
way.

Kueng Caputo
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To have the courage to allow thoughts and
imagination to wander freely amongst
frontiers which have not yet fully formed in
the mind. That is fertile ground for ideas
and visions, far from the mere reproduction
of the now. To be able to design a possible
future we have to venture further, to think in
unbiased ways and to try out many things.

Dr. Urs T. Gonzenbach, de Cavis AG
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We are sometimes faced with client requests
which we categorise as difficult or even
impossible to realise at the time, as our
technology is not yet mature enough to allow
us to do so. If similar requests are received
years later, we often find that we have a
suitable, almost ready-made solution that we
can offer as our technology has been
continually developing in the meantime.
Through this continual development and
effort, an initially utopian idea evolves into
practical prototypes and products.

PlueerSmitt
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Our interest in design can always be traced
back to a utopia – various fragments which
collide with each other, giving rise to a new
entity. Utopia is a wish, a thought, a
motivation to examine something, which only
exists as a mass of ideas. So utopia is always
striking out in new directions.

Dr. Stephan Siegmann, Nova Werke AG
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Coating technology is used worldwide and
its significance is continually increasing.
The thermal spraying process originated with
a Swiss engineer. Without this process
many things would not have been feasible,
for instance in the rocket and aeronautics
industry. A moon landing would have been
virtually impossible. We unite materials
which are fundamentally unrelated. Through
the coating process the characteristics of
the surface materials are improved, or new
characteristics even emerge.

Adrien Rovero
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Utopia is a moment surrendered to dreaming,
when we are able to think forward. In terms
of design, that allows us to be open to
vision and not to be distracted by the usual
restrictions, therefore it is a great word to
create a context for experimentation. In my
opinion, utopia is not a distant or impossible
place. Being conscious of what surrounds
us, taking time to look at it and understand it
can lead to a utopian vision as well.

Mayling Luong, Schott (Suisse)
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At SCHOTT it is part of our DNA that we try
to push existing limits, to overcome current
boundaries whether they are technical
limitations or fixed in our mind. For 125 years
we have been working on ideas or goals that
might have been utopian or unrealistic in the
beginning, but finally come to fruition. So our
daily business is to get everybody’s life closer
to a perfect utopian life.

Sibylle Stoeckli
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I don’t like the concept suggested by this
word. It makes me uncomfortable. The
imagination is a tool which allows us to bring
new situations into being and to live our
dreams. Describing a project as utopian is
like not allowing it to exist. To me that seems
unfair, for I like to think that everything is
possible simply if you believe in it.
To my mind, the utopian function of design is
believing that design will help people to live
better lives. That might have been true in the
early days of design, but today, in western
societies where we have ‘everything’, design
largely offers superfluous objects. This is
why, as designers, we have to reflect on new
models by questioning the real needs of
our human society and demonstrating other
possible approaches in our own local
context.

Joby Mangalath, Saurer (Embroidery)
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Because of the high production costs today,
it is utopian to imagine that the textile
industry in Switzerland can continue at
current production levels. International
competition is too intense, with many small
firms having to close or be swallowed up by
larger ones. But the embroidery sector has
undergone extensive development.
Embroidery was previously a purely luxury
item, yet today the field of new applications
has become much broader. Premium
embroidery still exists, although these
products are extremely expensive. And the
lack of young skilled workers entering the
industry in Switzerland is a problem. On the
other hand it has to be said that Switzerland
is still very strong in this specialised field.
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What comes to mind in regard to the terms
‘neutral’ or ‘neutrality’ ?
What can neutral mean in design ?

What comes to mind in regard to the terms
‘neutral’ or ‘neutrality’  ?
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Stéphanie Baechler
Neutral is being in-between opposites.
I see neutral design as an undisturbed
balance between function and aesthetic
expression.

62

Michel Gretz , Meroz Ressorts S.A
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To me those are typically Swiss words.
Neutrality may work in diplomacy and politics,
but otherwise you can’t be neutral – that
would even be dangerous, I think. You have to
overturn things if you want to progress. Being
neutral is a luxury.

Dimitri Bähler
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To me, neutrality in design refers to silent,
still objects. Objects which blend in with their
surroundings (which must themselves be
neutral at that point). They are ‘normal’
objects whose function might not even have
been determined yet. Blank canvasses.

Olivier Thomassin, NTPT

65

Working with composite materials already
shows that the philosophy has moved beyond
conventional and predictable. The right
materials for the right application without the
constraint of what has been done before.
In relation to the project with Mr Bähler,
I would say that the objective was to achieve
a harmony of material by optimising adhesion
of three different components and to find
the optimal balance between the materials so
that they correspond to the desired features
of the design. For this to work, we have to
stay open to what is new.

Jörg Boner

66

Regarding neutrality, it occurs to me that I
have been thinking for a long time about
objects and things which are neutral in the
sense that they do not leave any physical
trace behind after they have been used.
Waste is an antiquated principle and it would
be great if we could overcome it one day.

Sophie de Rijk, Bcomp Ltd
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‘Neutral’ might at first glance be associated
with the insignificant, the flat, but this is not
the meaning it has for us. As Bcomp is very
concerned with sustainability, to us neutral
suggests accomplishing or producing
something without any environmental impact.
Neutral is therefore integrated into a
perception of the world in terms of lifecycle.
Neutral becomes the absence of tracks left
behind, not the absence of action or result.

Kueng Caputo
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We come from a country that describes
itself as ‘neutral’. But weapons exports are
an important pillar of Switzerland’s economy.
To do justice to the political concept of
neutrality and Switzerland’s humanitarian
standards, the arms industry should be
abandoned.
In design, ‘neutral’ means treating all the
parties involved as equals. As a designer,
one is often the coordinator of diverse
aspirations and know-how. Designers have
to take responsibility, so that everyone
involved can develop their full potential.
To ensure satisfying outcomes, designers
can play an important role in establishing
the conditions for all contributions to
come together.

Dr. Urs T. Gonzenbach, de Cavis AG

69

First of all Switzerland of course, as a neutral
country which does not participate in other
countries’ armed conflicts and which, as a
result, can often act as an intermediary. But
neutrality also means balance, which plays
an important role in a start-up environment
when there is a difficult balancing act
between – for example – work and leisure time.

PlueerSmitt
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Neutrality is an attribute which can actually
be regarded as a tool that can either be set
aside or added to the mix. Neutrality can be
viewed as a positive pause or rest which
is necessary to gather sufficient stamina to
deal with the impact of stronger characters,
and to actively seek out something gentler
and more restrained. In relation to
industrialisation and mass production in
particular, neutrality could be something
to strive for to achieve the optimum result.

Dr. Stephan Siegmann, Nova Werke AG
To me, neutrality is about balance between
opposites in all possible fields. Between
positive and negative, between moving
forward and looking back, between pro and
contra, between man and woman, between
yin and yang.

71

Adrien Rovero
Of course, the Swiss label immediately
springs to mind when speaking of the
neutral. In design, it’s the constant search
for a good balance within the object’s
DNA – positioned somewhere between a
conceptual statement and a ‘Gute Form’
approach.

72

Mayling Luong, Schott (Suisse)
As a chemical company, physics and
chemistry are part of our daily life. So the
term ‘neutral’ is commonly used in our
development. Nevertheless as a global
company with a dedication to sustainability
and social responsibility we cannot be
neutral. We always try to make our position
clear, that we act according to government
rules and to our code of conduct.

73

Sibylle Stoeckli

74

‘Neutral’ is the place where opposites meet.
It’s like a centre. Or a non-place, a bubble.
A discussion where everyone makes
compromises in a shared and positive spirit.
A form of consensus (maybe like
Switzerland … ). Open ‘to possibilities’.
In design it implies making things with
intelligence and good sense, as well as
respect for all the participants in the
production of an object with a common
aim of service, quality and durability.

Joby Mangalath, Saurer (Embroidery)

75

When everything is in balance, things go
better in the economy and in politics – I think
that is true worldwide, not only in Switzerland.
Armed conflicts are never a good option.
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has the collaboration influenced your outlook ?

What was the most challenging and /or
inspiring aspect of collaborating with the
designer?
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Stéphanie Baechler

78

Experimental collaborations are mandatory
to move design forward. Engaging with new
parameters such as engineering, mechanical
processes or learning about new materials
can trigger unexpected viewpoints and provide
huge impulses to the creative process. In my
collaboration, it was really important to be
able to connect on a human and social scale
with the craftsmen in the Meroz factory.
The personal conversations were essential to
exploring and developing my ideas. Gaining
insights into their expertise provided not only
valuable insights into the technical aspects
of precision springs, but into the
interconnectedness with the world of watchmaking, triggering wider questions: What
is the future of traditional watch-making ?
What is the future of luxury goods ?

Michel Gretz , Meroz Ressorts S.A

79

One difficulty in the early stages was trying
to understand what Ms Baechler wanted, and
what we could offer her. As time went on the
project became more clearly defined and very
exciting exchanges took place. Her savoirfaire is admirable and that was what brought
us together in the end. Our competence is
technical in nature, while hers is artistic; we
managed to meet in the middle. The collaboration also gave us the opportunity to
rediscover our own expertise.

Dimitri Bähler

80

Collaboration with companies, artisans,
developers and others is essential. We, the
designers, are dependent on the expertise
we gradually discover in this process, which
gives us the opportunity to realise our
dreams. Without collaboration, a project has
little chance of seeing the light of day.
In this project I sometimes feel that my role
has been rather that of coordinator than
designer. As the project developed, we
(myself, Mathieu Rivier and Christoph Guberan)
decided to set up a platform so that we could
work more effectively. Mouvement: a catalyst
for exchanges between design and technology,
based on research and development.
Our work on Hyper Modular led to in-depth
research into the concept of a material which
can be a flexible, solid conductor as well as
a conductor of heat. At the Biennale we are
showing the first tests from this research and
its utopian dimension.

Olivier Thomassin, NTPT
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We liked the idea of the light from the very
beginning. For us it was a serious challenge
to find the right copper and the right bonding
agent, and for sure to determine the right
composite material, as the light was supposed to be extremely flexible. It is always
interesting to work on such challenging projects, first with the satisfaction to ultimately
see the object we that created together, then
also because such a challenging subject
always helps us to make progress with other
projects too. The designer was deeply
involved with the technical aspects and in
the end it was he who discovered the right
material for bonding.

Jörg Boner
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As I mentioned, it is the transformation of the
rules which is the most interesting aspect.
In commercial projects all possible parameters
have to be taken into account. In particular,
many projects are subject to immediate
business considerations and have to defer to
these without question. An experimental
collaboration disregards everyday restrictions
and pursues different goals. So it is exciting
because rules change over the course of
time. It is quite probable that we will have to
re-think and re-formulate many of these rules
in the future. It is really great to work with a
company which is already thinking that we
must seriously examine the possibility of new
rules quite soon.

Sophie de Rijk, Bcomp Ltd
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A designer sees materials a bit differently;
this story will perhaps show how. In this project, Bcomp’s engineers worked together with
the designer to select the materials and to
find the best way of shaping them into something inspiring. The engineers start thinking
about all the practicalities: which material will
make a stable but still good-looking shell,
will it be reflective enough, how are we going
to build it, will it stand in a stable way … The
designer looks at the materials and makes
some initial trials guided by the engineer’s
suggestions. He then goes home with his
first samples. The first samples look good, a
couple of fabrics are combined together to
get something light and the result matches
what the engineer had in mind. With some
time to think, the designer comes back with
the drawings for the final part and it looks
radically different. The final design has been
stripped down to the most basic component;
all the engineer’s practicalities have disappeared; now it just needs to be built.

Kueng Caputo
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When experts in different fields work
together and respect the different ways of
working, a unique fusion of expertise arises
automatically. The specific collaboration
is fruitful and as a result the surprising, the
novel, becomes tangible.
It is stimulating, inspiring and enriching to
immerse ourselves in other people’s worlds.
We are really fascinated by ‘nerds’, by people
who have a great passion for something.
Mutual respect for the knowledge of others
is the basis for such collaboration.

Dr. Urs T. Gonzenbach, de Cavis AG
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Due to the nature of our projects we are
always used to working in a very precise way
and to developing structural components
with well-defined features that can be reproduced for our clients. But the collaboration
with Kueng Caputo involved an approach
which brings chance into play as an important
factor. So for us it was challenging to work
with this different way of thinking and proceeding. Even if the journey was challenging,
the result was more than satisfactory and
definitely inspiring.

PlueerSmitt
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Experimental collaborations are absolutely
essential when you begin with a fundamentally
utopian idea. A willingness to embrace the
experimental and to dedicate your own time
and energy must be present on the part of
the specialist team who are brought in, so
that the utopia can become a reality. In this
collaboration, our own vision too was very
much strengthened in this respect.

Dr. Stephan Siegmann, Nova Werke AG
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For us the artistic, aesthetic aspect was new.
Usually we work with engineers who know
exactly which technical characteristics a
surface ought to possess. With the designers
it was different. The shape of the object
caused particular difficulties, as did the aim
to achieve an appropriate haptic and optical
effect.

Adrien Rovero
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The word ‘experimental’ is very important in
setting up the right goal: trying new things.
Certainly, when we develop a product, we are
always trying to innovate and find new solutions; but when we agree with a partner to
adopt an experimental approach, it creates a
sense of freedom for everybody involved.
Expectations are centred around the potential of the project rather than the perfect final
result.
The collaboration strongly influenced and
shaped my understanding of the different
processing technologies, but also my perception of the ‘value’ of glass as a material
requiring high levels of engineering precision
that takes considerable amount of time to
refine.

Mayling Luong, Schott (Suisse)
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It was a completely new experience for
SCHOTT Yverdon, even if other plants do
work with designers from time to time
(e.g. Ronnie Horn). This was the first time
SCHOTT Yverdon had collaborated with a
designer; our usual customers are from
industry sectors such as semiconductors or
life science. The work was inspiring and
showed us what else can be done with our
daily work.

Sibylle Stoeckli
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The experimental collaborations are these
neutral places focused on consensus and
learning. The more shared knowledge we
have, the more we enlarge our vision and the
more our ability to make conscious choices
is honed.
The fact that this project does not have to
involve a product with commercial sales
constraints is one of those freedoms which
often do not exist in our professional
projects. It is very enjoyable to work in this
way. It provides a framework where you can
ask true questions, without limitations.
This collaboration enriched my view of the
embroidery sector in Switzerland, and of the
textile industry in general and its connections
around the world. It was not as I had imagined
it and that is what strengthened the idea of
working on an open project, where everyone
can contribute with their own imaginative
ideas and transform this fabric to make
something that they consider significant and
necessary.

Joby Mangalath, Saurer (Embroidery)
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The designer knew exactly how the design of
the fabric should look, but was very open and
flexible at the same time. At first she thought
her project would be easy to realise, but then
she had to spend three days with us before
the desired result was achieved. It was a
great pleasure to work with her. And it was
exciting to see how things really can be done
differently; we also learned something.
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Stéphanie Baechler

94

The objects are domestic sculptures inspired
by “complications” from horology, representing
tension – the main purpose of these particular
springs in watchmaking. The ceramic structure
combined with the enlarged spring embodies
movement and mechanism. It reflects human
tension and the never-ending search for
equilibrium.

Michel Gretz , Meroz Ressorts S.A
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It’s quite difficult to describe the character of
the object since Ms Baechler’s work includes
an additional component which we have not
seen. Even the pieces we manufactured are
most unusual, particularly in terms of their
scale. She enlarged the “complications” we
produce for the industry by a factor of
10,000. Normally we never make such large
parts from brass. Usually we only produce
prototypes by hand, but in this case all the
parts were hand-made for her.

Dimitri Bähler

96

Hyper Modular is essentially based on one
question: how to produce a lamp whose
light source is the lamp itself, with utilitarian
physical qualities too. This luminous bar
becomes raw material, a neutral element
from which a new field of experimentation
emerges. Hence the almost utopian name
Hyper Modular.
We chose to show the object as a mobile
installation precisely to avoid giving it a
defined function. This profile, set in
movement by five motors, amplifies the idea
of flexible light in an almost exaggerated
manner. Delineated by a black line, the flow
of light changes slowly, creating a diffuse
wave over the surfaces it illuminates. Hyper
Modular is alive.

Olivier Thomassin, NTPT
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For us, the real challenge was to find the
right combination of materials and the right
thickness of the layers to achieve the
flexibility whilst being strong enough.
Although the design seems very simple, the
production side is nevertheless extremely
complex. The final result is a great advert
for what is possible with composites – flexible;
adaptable; strong; and revealing.

Jörg Boner
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In our project, plant-based materials – woven
mats made of flax and natural resin – meet
light-emitting diode technology. An ancient
material encounters a technology which is
only a few decades old. The only thing they
have in common is the fact that they
represent potential solutions for working with
the resources of our planet. One is renewable
and does not leave any waste products in the
modern sense, the other reduces energy
consumption to a minimum. LED has virtually
no physical form. In this technology everything
centres on the efficiency level of a lightemitting diode. A diode itself is an electronic
component. The production of light moves
from the material world to an invisible world
of electronics. The aim is to reduce the size
of the object while increasing its performance.
In relation to LED, form soon becomes a
minor issue. In my project flax becomes an
electronics carrier and, by absolutely
minimising material quantities, a reflector.

Sophie de Rijk, Bcomp Ltd
Essential, elegant, smart.
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Kueng Caputo
It hangs in the corner, it embeds itself into
the existing architecture, it deadens noise
and does not answer back.

100

Dr. Urs T. Gonzenbach, de Cavis AG
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By fusing our development with Kueng
Caputo’s design, it was possible to create
something which neither partner could have
created alone. Therefore the collaboration
certainly inspired and motivated both teams.
For me the end result is not so much a
porous meteorite or elegant porous
plasterwork, but rather a fusion of different
ideas and attempts to create something that
would not have emerged without this fusion.

PlueerSmitt
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Zirconium oxide is utilised as a component
which extends the life of industrial goods and
to repair solid parts of the human body (teeth
and bones). But now, a typically concealed
material is exposed and applied as an outer
membrane over a steel skeleton. Thus a
displacement in its primary function occurs:
the interaction with the human body now
takes centre stage. We turn our attention to
its optical and textural quality rather than
its durability.

Dr. Stephan Siegmann, Nova Werke AG
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It was the first time we had coated a
consumer item of this kind. I am very happy
that the experiment was a success. The
object looks very fragile, although the
ceramic only forms the thin external coating.
In fact the bench is made of steel. The
underlying utopian theme is that function
and appearance would actually be mutually
exclusive.

Adrien Rovero
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My project is like a book, telling us different
stories about the materials and their
transformations. It creates dialogue between
materials that have been transformed by
heat: lava stone and glass. Both materials are
derived from minerals through a heating
process. One process is more than 500,000
years old, the other is based directly on the
latest manufacturing technologies.
Today, what tools and knowledge are
available to us to enable us to look carefully
at nature ? The project is like a still-life
landscape. I hope visitors will take time to
breathe and to perceive.

Mayling Luong, Schott (Suisse)
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We normally produce according to clearly
defined and often complex requirements that
utilise multiple, specialised processes, each
needing careful planning and sufficient time.
Collaborating with the designer in finding the
best solution to bring a vision to life was a
challenge. We had to come up with a
different approach in creative thinking as well
as tangible solutions that could be
implemented within a reasonable amount of
time. Everybody involved was very happy to
see what has been achieved. It gave us the
opportunity to see our expertise applied in
an aesthetic and also tangible way.

Sibylle Stoeckli
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I see this fabric as a working tool, which
facilitates questioning, stimulates the imagination and the desire to create something
for oneself. Observation, open-mindedness
and freedom allow us to take responsibility
for our lives and those of others.
Using the buttonhole as a graphic ‘cross-stitch’
and ‘Swiss cross’ element is a visual metaphor,
a desire to deconstruct established codes
and boundaries. Almost invisible, the embroidered buttonholes – a functional and universal
detail – question our perception of existing
solutions, somewhere between form and
content.
‘Machines’ enable material to be manufactured rapidly. ‘Humankind’ with its creative
potential can bring in its expertise and
its desire to produce something in a handcrafted way. Perhaps we are in this inbetween state … Man-Machine … another
form of neutrality ?
This project can be described as technical,
industrial, artistic, hand-crafted, aesthetic
and political.

Joby Mangalath, Saurer (Embroidery)
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We are very pleased with what was
achieved – after all it was the first time we
had attempted to do something like this.
At first we were rather sceptical; it is not
always easy to work with artists, as they have
their own way of thinking and working.
But the production process that took place
over the three days was very enjoyable.

Designers
Stéphanie Baechler (1983)
Stephanie Baechler lives and
works in Geneva. She has a
Bachelor’s degree in textile
design from the University of
Applied Sciences and Arts (HSLU)
in Lucerne and a Fashion Master’s
degree from Artez in the
Netherlands. She has worked for
Swiss textile company Jakob
Schläpfer in St. Gallen and as a
design assistant and fabric developer for fashion designers including Hussein Chalayan in London.
In 2014 she won a ceramic residency in Switzerland and at the
European Ceramic Workcentre
(EKWC) in the Netherlands, where
she explored the topic of fashion
by transforming ephemeral
movement into static and frozen
material expressions.
www.stephaniebaechler.com
Dimitri Bähler (1988)
Following his studies at ECAL with
an exchange semester at Design
Academy Eindhoven, Dimitri
Bähler founded his studio in Biel,
Switzerland in 2014. He has been
a finalist at the Design Parade in
Hyeres (2013), twice nominated for
the Swiss Design Award (2014 and
2015) and was recently awareded
the Grand Prize Interieur Biennale,
2016. Dimitri has also participated
in a multitude of residencies
notably at EKWC, the European
Center for Ceramics (Holland),
Hors Pistes Ouaga (Burkina Faso),
Ishinomaki Laboratory (Japan).
Today, Dimitri Bähler collaborates
with national and international
labels such as HAY, Wallpaper,
Dadadum and international design
galleries. His work is often
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considered spontaneous, radical
and poetic. From industrial design
to the self-made, unique works
and installations, his particular
sensibility reflects the creative
context in relation to development
and use of objects.
www.dimitribaehler.ch
Jörg Boner (1968)
Jörg Boner initially trained as a
cabinet maker and later studied
design at the “Schule für
Gestaltung” in Basel. Since opening his own studio in 2001, his
work has won numerous awards.
Jörg Boner was awarded the
Swiss Grand Prix Design (2011). As
designer, author and teacher at
ECAL in Lausanne (2003-2014),
Jörg Boner’s distinctive approach
in combining technical knowledge
with aesthetic and functional
means has made him a point of
reference within Swiss design. His
work is produced by Louis
Poulsen (Denmark), Nestlé
(Switzerland), Wogg (Switzerland),
Fontana Arte (Italy), ClassiCon
(Germany) and Nils Holger
Moormann (Germany) amongst
many others. Many of his works
are part of museum collections
such as the Design Museum
Zurich and the V&A
in London.
www.joergboner.ch

Designers
Kueng Caputo
Sarah Kueng (1982) &
Lovis Caputo (1981)
Sarah Kueng and Lovis Caputo
have worked in partnership since
they were both students of design
at Zurich University of the Arts
from 2004 to 2008. They have
produced limited edition objects
for Salon 94 in New York, Etage
Projects Copenhagen and
Helmrinderknecht in Zurich, and
have developed exhibition designs
and installations in Switzerland
and abroad. The designer duo
teach regularly while practising
design with an experimental
approach that is driven by a
meticulous observation of the
material world and attention to
social attitudes.
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Adrien Rovero (1981)
Adrien Rovero holds a Master’s in
Industrial Design from ECAL/
University of Art and Design in
Lausanne. Active in the realms of
furniture, lighting and exhibition
design, he opened his studio in
Renens in 2006. He has designed
numerous objects for high-end
brands as well as exhibiting in
renowned design galleries. He
has also designed exhibitions for
institutions including the Centre
Pompidou (Paris), the GrandHornu Images (Belgium), the
Manufacture de Sevres (France),
the mudac in Lausanne and the
Villa Noailles (France). Adrien
Rovero’s work plays with a vocabulary of assemblage and repurposing of materials,references
and meanings.

www.kueng-caputo.ch
www.adrienrovero.com
PlueerSmitt
Dominic Plueer (1980) &
Olivier Smitt (1983)
Dominic Plueer, a graduate of the
Design Academy Eindhoven,
Netherlands (2009), and Olivier
Smitt, who graduated with a BA in
Art and Design from the FHNW in
Basel (2008), both worked with
renowned design studios before
joining forces and pursuing their
interest in challenging preconceived notions and rituals around
the perception of conventional
objects. Their approach focuses
on incorporating the user’s imagination and encouraging research
into a new level of use and purpose, becoming recognizable as
neutral objects of utility.

Sibylle Stoeckli (1979)
Born in Lausanne, Sibylle Stoeckli
began studying visual arts at
ECAL in Lausanne in 1999. Guided
by her eclectic approaches and
the diversity of her interests, she
transitioned to the Industrial and
Product Design Programme where
she graduated in 2004. In 2005
she received the Swiss Federal
Design Award. Sibylle Stoeckli
navigates between her textile
label Louise Blanche and her studio where she develops scenography, product and furniture
design. In 2013, she embarked on
her ‘Global Design Research’ project with the intention of investigating wider cultural perspectives
shaping design and craftsmanship.

www.plueersmitt.com
www.sibyllestoeckli.com

Industry Partner
Meroz Ressorts S.A., 		
Chêne-Bourg
Meroz Ressorts has deep roots
in the production of springs for
watches. Through constant
evolution, Meroz Ressort S.A. has
become a significant industry
partner for high precision instruments, including medical,
electrical and electronic highperformance equipment.
www.meroz-ressorts.com
North Thin Ply Technology, 		
Renens
North Thin Ply Technology (NTPT),
headquartered in Renens,
Switzerland, produces a range of
weight saving prepreg materials,
including very light UD prepregs,
conventional prepregs, multiaxial
preforms and machinable carbon
fibre blocks. The company also
produces highly uniform composite tubes and automated tape
laying (ATL) machines. NTPT’s
products are used in numerous
high-performance composite
applications in the marine, motorsports, industrial, aerospace,
sports and luxury goods sectors.
www.thinplytechnology.com
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Simpex Electronics AG, 		
Wetzikon
Simpex Electronics AG is a major
player on the Swiss market for
components, custom solutions
and systems for industrial electronics, production technology
and lighting technology.
www.simpex.ch
Bcomp
Fribourg
Bcomp is a leading natural fibre
composite innovator based in
Fribourg, Switzerland. Since its
founding in 2011, Bcomp has been
focusing on developing natural
fibre reinforcements for composites. One of its main targets is
demonstrating that sustainable
flax composites offer a credible
and in some cases superior alternative to synthetic fibre
composites.
www.bcomp.ch
de Cavis AG,
Duebendorf
de Cavis specialises in the
development and manufacturing
of porous ceramic and cementitious materials for thermal and
sound insulation, fire protection
applications and biomedical
devices. Especially at porosities
of 50–95 vol% de Cavis’ patented
technology results in products
with a unique combination of
good mechanical and insulating
properties. de Cavis serves customers of all industries–worldwide and passionately.
www.decavis.com

Industry Partner
Nova Swiss, Nova Werke AG,
Effretikon
NOVA WERKE AG develops and
manufactures products under the
brand name NOVA SWISS in four
business divisions: Surface
Technology, High Pressure
Technology, Engine Components
and Valve Service.
Their comprehensive service
range and innovative high-tech
components and processes are
designed for demanding applications in highly specialised industrial contexts such as power generation, transportation, aviation
and machine industry.
www.novaswiss.com
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Saurer (Embroidery) AG,
Arbon
Saurer Embroidery is global
market leader for embroidery
production systems. The brand
combines textile manufacturing
tradition with state-of-the-art
technology in a symbiosis of
knowledge, skills, quality and reliability. Based on more than 125
years of expertise, Saurer
Embroidery is the leading manufacturer of sophisticated embroidery systems and design software. The company provides
innovative solutions to the
embroidery industry, from the
sketch to the finished embroidery
product.
www.saurer.com

SCHOTT Suisse SA,
Yverdon
SCHOTT Suisse processes materials such as optical glass, filter
glass, technical glass, quartz,
sapphire, ceramics, etc. and offers
customized precision optical
components in the dimensional
range from mm3 to m3, as well as
optical assemblies and a wide
range of coatings, intended for
applications in optics, metrology,
sensors, lasers, medical engineering, instrumentation, aviation, the
electronics industry, the watch
industry, the communications
sector, etc.
www.schott.com/advanced_optics

Supporting Bodies & Partners

Canton of Zurich
Department for Economic Affairs
Office for Economy and Labour
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Stéphanie Baechler: Fondation
Bruckner, Emily Fargues (FYI–
www.ceramique-bruckner.ch)
Evelyne & René Baechler :
Claudine Boeglin, Anne -Laure
Beuret, Nanne op t Ende, JJ Peet;
Meroz Ressorts S.A., Michel Gretz,
Alexandre Rosay, Gabriel Gretz

Sibylle Stoeckli: Frédéric Dedelley,
Simon Eisenhut, Freitag AG, Urs
Hochuli, Marie Jambers, Simone
Meili, Tina Moore, Daniel Rohrer,
Laurence Stoffel Saurer
(Embroidery) AG, Kurt Bösch,
Stefan Fässler, Joby Mangalath,
Werner Senti

Dimitri Bähler: Mathieu Rivier,
Christophe Guberan, North Thin
Ply Technology (NTPT), Olivier
Thomassin, Simpex Electronics
AG, Simon Peter, CEM f&g, Gaëtan
Schwab, DB Electronics, Arnold
Wydler, Ikea Foundation
Switzerland

Pro Helvetia: Marianne Burki,
Helen Muggli, Isabel Drews and
team

Jörg Boner: Louisa Carmona, (Jörg
Boner-Product Design) Becomp
Ltd, Christian Fischer, (Managing
Director Products), Sophie de Rijk,
(Manager Industries) Reto
Aebischer, (Head of Prototyping)
Kueng Caputo, Sarah Kueng &
Lovis Caputo: Paola Caputo; de
Cavis AG, Dr. Urs T.Gonzenbach,
Dr. Philip N. Sturzenegger
PlueerSmitt: Dominic Plueer &
Olivier Smitt, Nova Werke AG /
Nova Swiss®, Dr. Stephan
Siegmann
Adrien Rovero: Beatrice
Durandard, Pierrick Sancé; Rocks:
Peter Fink, Ruth Ruttimann,
Christophe Fouad Schott Suisse
SA, Mayling Luong, Patrick
Himmelberger

Embassy of Switzerland UK: Denis
Charrière, David Kilian Beck and
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