Roberto Fallani. Artfully seated and illuminated
An interview with Roberto Fallani by Fortunato D’Amico
Artfully Seated
Fortunato D’Amico: What criteria do you apply to your examination of the theme of the “seat” in your work as a designer?
Roberto Fallani: I began my work as a designer with patents. Thanks to which I developed a keen awareness of the “minimal.” Shipping, assembly, knock-down, maneuverability, measurements: I had to look at objects from a very practical point of view, fromthe viewpoint of functionmore than of form. Then I went beyond this concept and things took a new turn, revealing meanings linked to the very concept of seating. This evolution has permitted me to create technologically-important

forms applied to comfortable objects, organized by the body+seating unit itself.
Fortunato D’Amico: A formal revolution?
Roberto Fallani: My interest is in creating a situation. When you sit in one of my armchairs you notice that something’s different – for example, in the latest one I included?* exploited photovoltaic technology and created an enveloping cover to give the user the feeling of being comfortably enfolded in a spatial system – not just for communicating the idea that the function of the object is rest. It’s a more complete object; it has everything: ventilation, computer, light, radio, TV.
Fortunato D’Amico: When did you begin “subverting” design in this way?
Roberto Fallani: In about the ’80s. I started financing my own work and began to consider the field of design as a contemporary artist considers art. I quit working to order and followed a thread consistent with my lifestyle and my vision of the world, preferring wood and iron among all the possible materials for producing these works.
Fortunato D’Amico: What the technological innovations have you applied to your seating elements?
Roberto Fallani: When I began designing armchairs, in order to create rounded forms I used straw and even rags. I was so discombobulated by the sight of an armchair full of “waste” that I patented one in inflatable plastic, where “empty” stood in place of “full.” Later, I created my first works in which the wooden frame was replaced by iron. This new solution led to an enormous simplification of the armchair, which now has become a different form . . . this was in the late ‘70s.
Fortunato D’Amico: Has ergonomics been an important consideration in shaping your creative development?
Roberto Fallani: By now it’s congeneric: after scores of designs, I have understood how we should be sitting. In the latest armchair, I included a device that lets you select various combinations to create situations in which you feel comfortable, whether you’re reclining or sitting erect.
Fortunato D’Amico: You have designed seating for a myriad of uses: relaxing, eating, working, studying. Have you ever thought about a “normal” chair?

Roberto Fallani: I have always hated seeing chairs around work surfaces. So I designed comfortable chairs that fit right under the tables: more than table-and-chair combinations, useful sculptures that led a different look to living spaces. I have always shunned “chairs” because they are uncomfortable; and body must be in a comfortable position for eating or relaxing.

Fortunato D’Amico: Do you have in mind an “ideal” model of seat that you haven’t yet built?
Roberto Fallani: Yes. And in the near future I intend to design it: without volume, without “body,” volatile. As I am already doing with my sculptures. Or maybe I won’t be making seating at all anymore: today, I see the future as more oriental, with us sitting on the floor, in a yoga pose.

That’s my future: no more seats!
Illuminated
Fortunato D’Amico: What path have you taken as a designer of luminous objects in these years of changing lighting technologies?
Roberto Fallani: The lighting elements of the ‘60s were utterly trite, and to the exception of a few incorporating the contribution of true masters of design; these objects were just as incapable of communicating their function. So I created sculptures that carry light and that make you look

at them, at their illuminated expression that reaches out into the architectural context to draw out values and emotions beyond minimalist canons. All my lights are sculptures; not stalks with round lights at the top, but highly organized bodies that possess their own rhythms and speak a language that is anything but minimal.
Fortunato D’Amico: Your relationship with lighting technology and the design object: how has it

changed?
Roberto Fallani: At first I used incandescent sources; now I use LEDs and optical fibers. Those bunches of threads you can put anywhere show you a new way of seeing light and making it yours: you can touch it, it doesn’t burn you, it lights you; you can shape it into unusual forms.

Fortunato D’Amico: Do you see yourself as an innovator, one who has opened the way to new lighting technologies? 
Roberto Fallani: No, I think I have always just used the available technologies when they became available. Fiber optics came out, and I used it. I used technological innovations thought up by others in stories that fit my philosophy.
Fortunato D’Amico: Tell us one of the secrets for designing a lighting element?

Roberto Fallani: Anyone who designs light must also expect shadows. I have always hated halogens, because they don’t make shadows. If there is no alternation of light and shadow, the

space is flat; it ceases to exist – and I, for one, want to be able to touch it. For me, light is fundamental, a true architectural element that must be treated as such.

Fortunato D’Amico: Indiscriminate use of artificial light calls for more attention to the environment and to energy saving.
Roberto Fallani: True. I am designing a street lamp using photovoltaic technology and LED sources to reduce consumption. It’s not easy, because photovoltaics inevitably implies certain dimensions and serial repetition of the form creates another strong environmental impact. Today, cities are calling for tenders for street lighting because existing systems consume much too much. I’m designing a system for sustainable light production that will fit on the existing streetlamps; in this manner, the form changes only at the very top.
Fortunato D’Amico: Electric lighting has changed the face of cities over the last hundred years. Night is less and less dark.
Roberto Fallani: The future is the end of darkness. As we learn to store solar energy, we will have daytime at night. Thanks to developments in photovoltaic technologies, which will be widely used in night lighting. 

Time without Time 
Fortunato D’Amico: In the last decade, watches have been used less and less, due to the fact that electronic displays can be found just about anywhere. When you began designing, time was marked out by mechanical devices. What sense is there making these objects today?

Roberto Fallani: In the future there will be no clocks, because we’ll have the time in our heads. My watches are conceived as small works of art to be worn as jewels. Sculptures to wear, not for checking the time but because the only precious object a man carries, wears, is his watch. My timepieces are all very atypical and produced in series of only 12 exemplars per model.

Fortunato D’Amico: How do your timepieces tell time and memory?

Roberto Fallani: When I was in school, I read a page three times and had it memorized – now, I have deliberately canceled out memory. For me, now, the present is in the future and in order to go into the future it is necessary to call off the past. I live “memory” as something negative and I try to erase it in order to move ahead and always be something different. The question is one of change: if you subtract the past, day after day, you have one day less and one day more. The parts of the watches I design are the dials and the cases; then I make the models and take them to the goldsmith to be cast in gold. The “insides” come from other artisans specialized in precision mechanisms that keep perfect time.

Fortunato D’Amico: So time is the cause of persisting change and criticism of stasis, of the repetitiveness of events?

Roberto Fallani: Certainly. I have always been fascinated – and tormented – by work conceived as a condition for transforming matter. My jewelry and my paintings, my life in fact, expresses the concept of man as a changing being.

Fortunato D’Amico: Is there a time – maybe in your timepieces – that heralds the move into the age of Aquarius?

Roberto Fallani: I am happy to be living at such an incredible moment, at the cusp of a passage from one to another age. With 2012, we will have moved into new era; perhaps worse in terms of certain material aspects, but certainly with more humanity.

Fortunato D’Amico: In our collective imagination, the “coming time” prompts us to look for suggestions and magic from far-off space-times in your works.

Roberto Fallani: The Mayans, the Egyptians, embodied mystery in their architecture. I like the 1500s, for example, but I am not fascinated by that era; I am enchanted by things that are archaic but not “ancient,” antique. I have been to Cairo, seen the Egyptian Museum in Turin – and as I look at the sculptures and architecture I’m sure that had I lived then I could have done them too. I don’t feel “inferior” when I think of those peoples; I perceive a strong affinity with their time.

Fortunato D’Amico: Do people still look at the time?

Roberto Fallani: Yes, but when darkness no longer exists, the time of day won’t have reason to live here anymore.
