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‘I like thinking about the 
functional but also the 
holistic point of view’
Amira Hashish  
meets designer Luca 
Nichetto, creator of 
Hem’s Alphabeta 
lamp which allows 10 
billion combinations

L
uca Nichetto (right) is 
lighting up Somerset House. 
The Italian designer has 
collaborated with Scandina-
vian brand Hem to create 

the Alphabeta lamp collection (inset) 
which is on display as part of London 
Design Festival.

Just like combining letters of the 
alphabet to create words, the 
pendants can be customised by 
shape and colour to allow for, they 
say, 10 billion options. 

“I like thinking about the object not 
only from the functional but also the 
holistic point of view,” says Nichetto.

“In the Ancient Greek or Egyptian 
alphabets they designed their letters, 
there was something really graphic 
about the alphabet and the visual 
connected with sound. I wanted to 
reflect this in my installation at 
Somerset House.”

In the centre of one of the rooms in 
the West Wing Galleries Nichetto has 
installed a grand piano, the 88 keys 
of which illuminate 44 lamps, 
allowing an interaction between light 
and sound.

“I analysed lamps on the market 
and different ways of projecting the 
lights. I wanted to combine all these 
projections of light into one product 
with a good price point,” adds 
Nichetto. His blend of Italian passion 
and Scandinavian practicality is 
rooted in many of his designs.

“I have two studios, one in 
Stockholm and one in Venice. In 
2003 I met my Swedish girlfriend 
who became my wife last year. She is 
the reason I first landed in Sweden, it 
was not for a design strategy. But 
when visiting Stockholm I built up a 
relationship with the design commu-
nity. Working with Scandinavian 
companies helps me become more 
international in my approach. In the 
Italian culture of design most of the 
time is spent connecting with quality 
and the emotional part of the object. 
In Scandinavia it is about the 
functional and environmental 
aspects. Matching these two big 
schools of thought helps me create 
my pieces.”

Despite the cross-cultural approach 
that Nichetto now exercises so well, 
his introduction to design was very 
traditionally Italian.

“I was not even planning on 
becoming a designer. It happened 
really naturally. I was raised in 

L
ondon Design Festival is in 
full swing. More than 350 
events and installations are 
on offer across the city from 
250 participants who repre-

sent the design community. Chairman 
Sir John Sorrell says: “This year’s Fes-
tival programme really reflects the 
diversity of design across the whole of 
our capital with a vast array of events, 
installations and exhibitions showcas-
ing the huge number of different design 
disciplines practised in London. Loca-
tions range from some of the most 
historic buildings to areas of the capital 
where regeneration is transforming the 
landscape in a truly exciting way.”

A major part of the programme is the 
presentation of Landmark Projects in 
various locations across the capital.

One of the most striking site-specific 
installations is A Bullet from a Shooting 
Star (right) by conceptual artist Alex 
Chinneck who elevates everyday struc-
tures into the extraordinary by intro-
ducing an element of fantasy into 
familiar situations. Referencing the 
industrial history of Greenwich Penin-
sula, which once included the largest 
oil and gas works in Europe and a steel-
works, Chinneck has created a lattice 
of steel that resembles an upside down 
pylon. Leaning at a precarious angle 
as though shot into the earth, this 35m 
high structure is quite a feat.

 As the central hub for the Festival for 
the seventh year, the V&A is housing 
installations, events, talks and work-
shops (see page 6).

An exciting new addition for this year 
is the historic setting of Somerset 
House where 10 major international 
designers are on show in the newly 
renovated West Wing. Participants 
include Nendo, Faye Toogood and Ross 
Lovegrove who have created room 
displays of their new work. The 
Embankment Gallery is the backdrop 
to a sizeable installation by British 
designer Max Lamb, titled My Grand-
father’s Tree.

It is also worth visiting Designjunc-
tion (24-27 September) at the former 
Central Saint Martin’s College building 
and the neighbouring Victoria House 
for a glimpse into cutting-edge design 
brands which will host pop-up shops, 
seminars and workshops.

Tent London (24-27 September) at 
the Old Truman Brewery is another 
great source of inspiration for home-
ware. For the first time, Tent will 
present a feature area called Techable 
Home for tech-enabled design. Paired 
with a Tech Meets Design talks pro-
gramme at Second Home – a Tech 
community space on Hanbury Street, 
E1  – it should be brimming with bright 
young things.

There is so much to discover and the 
seven Design Districts – ranging from 
Shoreditch to Bankside – can be 
explored by foot. Each is organised 
locally and independently under the 
umbrella of the London Design Festi-
val, so it might be an idea to earmark a 
couple and spend a day visiting each.

 Our guide offers a glimpse into some 
of the highlights; for a full schedule visit 
londondesignfestival.com

Clockwise from 
main: A Bullet 
From a Shooting 
Star by Alex 
Chinneck; 
designjunction at 
Victoria House; 
Somerset House, 
one of the venues; 
Serpentine stereo 
by Oslo Form

Our fertile 
and creative 
capital is a 
hub for 
inspiration 

Murano, a small Island close to 
Venice famous for the glass produc-
tion. My grandfather was a glass 
blower, my mum was a decorator 
and 99 per cent of people in Murano 
are connected with the glass 
industry. People said I was talented 
at drawing so I decided to study at 
the Institute of Art in Venice, in the 
glass section of course.”

Afterwards he attended the 
University Institute of Architecture of 
Venice where he earned a degree in 
industrial design. Nichetto says this is 
where he realised design was  
a profession. 

“During the last year of my 
university studies I knocked on the 
door of Salviati. At the time [the 90s] 
Salviati was one of the most impor-
tant brands on the island. The British 
art director Simon Moore saw my 
folder and said he could see I was 
really talented but that I did not 
understand what a company wants. 
He asked if I could pass by a day a 

week so that he could teach me the 
business side. I had the chance to 
meet all these famous designers who 
were working with Salviati including 
Ross Lovegrove, Tom Dixon and 
Thomas Heatherwick. It was a 
tremendous experience to 
see how different person-
alities presented their 
work. After a year I made 
my first glass collection 
for Salviati and it became 
a bestseller.”

That same year he 
began his collaboration 
with Foscarini, for whom he 
not only designed products but 
also worked as a consultant on new 
materials research and product 
development. He designed his first 
Foscarini lamp in 2000 and in 2003 
he created a pendant for them called 
O-Space. “That lamp opened the 
doors for me to be recognisable in 
the design world and other compa-
nies contacted me.” 

By 2006 he set up his own studio 
Nichetto & Partners which has 
collaborated with leading furniture 
brands across the world including 
Cassina and De la Espada. Nichetto 

manages to strike a fine 
balance between artistic 

vision and commercial 
savviness.

“I put 50 per cent of 
myself but also 50 per 
cent of the knowledge 
and heritage of the 
company I am dealing 

with into my projects.  
I have worked with 

brands with super strong 
history or with new digital 

approaches but I have learnt that the 
most important thing is the match of 
the personalities.”

The Luca Nichetto with Hem Alphabeta 
lamps exhibition runs Mon-Wed and 
Sun 10am-6pm, and Thurs-Sat 10am-
9pm at Somerset House Amira Hashish

London Design Festival  |  Special pullout Special pullout  |  London Design Festival 



Advertisement PromotionAdvertisement Promotion

For those who hanker for affordable, 
brilliantly-designed minimalist interiors 
with a unique twist, there is a new  
kid on the block: Hem

T 
he rapidly expanding world 
of online designer furniture 
is undergoing a revolution 
thanks to a brand new  
kid on the block.

In just 12 exciting months 
the formidable partnership of Petrus 
Palmér and Jason Goldberg has turned 
Hem – that’s Swedish for ‘home’ – into 
the hottest online destination for luxury 
affordable furniture which is winning 
fans and enthusiasts across the globe 
and across the generations.

The pair, co-founders, may have very 
different lifestyles but they are as one on 
their design ideals and ambitious vision 
to shape and change our interiors.

Jason, 43, a fast-talking American on-
line entrepreneur lives with his husband, 
Christian, in an achingly trendy Berlin loft 
apartment, part of which used to be an 
electrical switches factory. The interior is 
all bare brick columns, exposed girders 
and vaulted ceilings.

“Hem appeals to those who’ve graduat-
ed from Ikea, which opened up Scandina-
vian design to the world, and now want 
to own pieces which will endure and can 
cherish,” explains Jason, the company’s 
chief executive.

“But we’re not about one look: rather 
it’s about timeless relevance. We en-
compass simple and minimalistic style 
as well as energetic and bold,” he says. 
“We believe people are craving things 
which excite them, pieces they can’t wait 
to show off to their friends because they 

Inspiring 
new design 

are an extension of themselves and  
their taste.” 

Home for softly-spoken leading 
Swedish furniture designer, Petrus, 33, 
is an 18th-century barn conversion with 
a mellow white-washed interior, just 
outside Stockholm which he shares with 
wife, Madeleine and 18-month-old  
son, Alvar.

“People are extremely design literate 
nowadays and know what they want. 
They realise you can’t underestimate 
the importance of being surrounded by 
beautiful things, which are nice to touch 
and use, because they enrich your life,” 
says Petrus, Hem’s head of design, who 
has been celebrated for his work at the 
Swedish design house he helped found, 
Form Us With Love, and at Finnish brand, 
One Nordic. He numbers modernist 
luminaries such as Alvar Aalto, Luis 
Barragan, and Louis Kahn among his 
design heroes.

When Goldberg and Palmér met two 
and a half years ago they were deter-
mined to tap into the revolution in the 
home furnishings market caused by 
the growth of internet shopping and 
the increasing willingness of people to 
buy even big ticket items at the click of 
a mouse.

Jason, who’s energised by “bringing to-
gether people from diverse backgrounds 
and geographies to supercharge their 
talents and create great things,” teamed 
up with Petrus to painstakingly gather a 
stable of leading European designers, so 

there’s a wide portfolio of styles on offer. 
Both men are themselves precociously 
talented. Petrus was only 24 when his 
Cord lamp, so-called because the base is 
seamlessly formed from the textile cord, 
took the design world by storm.

Jason joined his first start-up at age 
19 – a company involved in Bill Clinton’s 
campaign for presidency in 1991 – then 
turned his attention to “my passions: 
technology and design” and had had 
previous success with a design-centric 
global online empire.

Drawing on his experience this time 
round he’s ensured every detail for Hem 
has been finely tuned. Ensuring easy 
assembly was a priority – many products 
simply slot or lock together – but it’s a 
world away from standard flat pack.

“We don’t want people cursing when 
they fit together a piece, naturally! We 
want the way our furniture fits together 
to add to its pleasure,” says Petrus with 
a smile. “Our principles are simple – we 
only design and make products we’re 
proud of so people can be proud to  
own them.”

Visiting Jason’s home in Berlin’s 
Kreuzberg district, epicentre of the 
city’s unique style and culture and a 
short stroll from Hem headquarters, is 
a masterclass in the power of Hem to 
transform a setting.

The interior boasts a sophisticated 
cocktail of its classic products, with 
Hai chairs by Venetian designer Luca 
Nichetto and brass polished Last stools 
by award winning British designer, Max 
Lamb in an informal seating area. Levels 
pendant lamps zone a dining area mak-
ing a focus of the Alle oak dining table by 
Swedish designer Staffan Home, who is 
inspired by joinery techniques observed 
in Japanese Zen temples. Bookshelves 
exactly fit the space thanks to Hem’s cus-
tomisation service which can be applied 
to many of the products.

“Nowadays people customise their 
trainers and their cars and of course they 
want to do that in their homes,” says 
Jason. “We’re helping people be their 
own designers and express their own 
unique personality.” In its first year the 
Hem range has sold more than 30,000 
products in 35 countries and the roll-out 
of new designs is gathering apace. 
There are gems in the pipeline, such as a 
customisable Alphabeta lamp with more 
than 10 billion possible combinations, 
and modular Chain shelving.
Hem’s pop-up shop opens 18 September 
until 31 December at 9 Earlham Street, 
Seven Dials, London WC2H 9LL  
sevendials.co.uk

We believe people 
are craving things 
which excite  
them, pieces  
they can show off  
to their friends  
because they are 
an extension of 
themselves and 
their taste

ALL BY HEM

Chain shelving by Nendo, from £600

Key coffee and side table set, by GamFratesi, from £260 Storm cushions by Sylvain Willenz, from £43

Hai Chair Melange by Luca Nichetto, from £619

Levels lamp by Form Us With Love,  
chromed steel, from £160 

Gemma box by Gemma Holt, from £30

Last Stool by Max Lamb,  
green £118

Pomme dark by Lars Beller,  
from £30
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T
he Victoria & Albert Museum 
forms the core of the Lon-
don Design Festival, merg-
ing the history of  the 
prestigious space with 

vibrant new concepts. “It takes over 
the whole museum,” explains Victoria 
Broackes (below), head of the Festival 
at the V&A. “For 2015 there are 14 spe-
cially commissioned installations cre-
ated by different design teams. These 
range from the small and intimate to 
the grand and spectacular. On top of 
that we have a huge programme of 
talks, workshops and special events 
arranged by daily theme. There really 
is something for everyone, whether 
they are professionals in the design 
industry, students or regular visitors 
and families. And there is a pop-up 
shop selling a curated selection of 
design pieces.”

This year’s projects include The 
Ogham Wall by Stirling Prize-nominee 
Grafton Architects – a shadowy forest 
made of tall concrete fins inspired by 
the Irish Ogham alphabet displayed in 
the Tapestries gallery; You Know You 
Cannot See Yourself So Well as by 
Reflection – a mirrored pavilion for the 
John Madejski Garden by Mexican 
architect Frida Escobedo; and Curios-
ity Cloud – an interactive lighting instal-
lation with insects by Austrian design 
duo mischer’traxler, inspired by the 
Art Nouveau movement and the tradi-
tional use of insect motifs.

Broackes recommends making a 
beeline for Zotem, a colourful 18m-
high tower created by Kim Thomé 
embedded with over-s ized 
Swarovski crystals, which greets 
visitors at the main front doors. 
She also suggests taking the lift up 
to the ceramics galleries on level six 
to see the top where a crystal grid 
fans out in crescendo of colour 
and light.

“Another installation 
worth seeking out is 
The Cloakroom by 
Faye Toogood,” she 
adds. “Start in Gal-
lery 55, picking up a 
specially designed 
coat to wear on a 
journey around the 
museum. Follow-
ing a secret map 

The museum 
that’s a magnet 
for great design
Amira Hashish  
interviews Victoria 
Broackes, head of 
the festival exhibits 
at the V&A

From their inspirations to this year’s must-see installations, here’s the insiders’ guide   

hidden in the lining, you will discover 
10 unique ‘coat’ installations hidden in 
the galleries, inspired by the objects 
that surround them. There is one 
inspired by medieval armour that I 
particularly like and one made out of 
sewing pins.”

To celebrate the centenary of furni-
ture maker Robin Day’s birth, design 
and architecture collective Assemble 
has created an installation responding 
to Day’s passionate interest in wood, 
which is shown alongside his original 
furniture, archival photos and tools.

 An imposing six-metre high installa-
tion by artist Barnaby Barford is not to 
be missed. The Tower of Babel com-
prises 3,000 bone china façades, each 
depicting a different London shop 
photographed by the artist. At its base 
the shops are derelict while at its pin-
nacle are London’s exclusive boutiques 
and galleries. Blurring the boundaries 
of art and commerce, each shop in the 
Tower is for sale.

Intersperse a browse around  
the museum with the insightful talks. 
“The V&A has always had a close rela-
tionship with designers. We are not 
only a place for great design to be 
archived and displayed but a place of 
inspiration and discussion,” says 
Broackes. Each day of talks is 
themed. Today’s talking point is 
‘luxury’, tomorrow is ‘future’, 
Wednesday’s topic is ‘making’, 
Thursday focuses on ‘interna-
tional’, Friday is dedicated to 
‘industry’ and ‘digital design’ takes 
over on the weekend.

“London is a magnet for 
creatives from all over the 

world to train, live and 
work. It is the greatest 
place to see design, learn 
about it, use it, make it and 
celebrate it in museums, 
showrooms and out on the 
street,” says Broackes. The 
V&A’s intricate, interactive 
and challenging displays 
echo that sentiment.

Amira Hashish

Ben Evans
London Design Festival director
What does London Design Festival 
mean to you?
Given I started it, a lot. After 13 years 
it has become one of the world’s most 
important design events and while 
that makes me feel proud I still feel it 
will continue to grow and evolve. 

Which installations do you 
recommend?
All of the ones we have commis-
sioned at the V&A (below) and 
Somerset House, plus our landmark 
project on the Greenwich Peninsula, 
a sculpture by Alex Chinneck called 
A Bullet from a Shooting Star. 
 
What inspires you?
I get design inspiration from any-
thing. Often the best ideas are small, 
cheap and not consciously designed. 
But nothing beats a great new space 
to marvel in, whatever its purpose. 
 
Who is your design icon? 
Jasper Morrison is one of my 
favourite designers; his tiny, almost 
private, shop is the best in town. 
 
Do you have a tip for transforming 
a space? 
You need impact. That is not always 
about scale but about the quality of 
the idea. I have always been into 
immersive experiences: offering a 
complete, designed space when you 
enter a new world normally works. 

What does your role as director 
entail?
During the Festival most of my time is 
spent meeting lots of people, giving 
endless speeches and hosting various 
events and parties. I spend the rest of 
the year planning projects. Each year 
is new and the commissioning 
programme is always different from 
what we have done before.

Will Knight
Director of 100% Design
What does London Design Festival 
mean to you?
Hard work and personal satisfaction. 
It is now such a significant event, and 
I’ve been involved from the start: 
from selling the idea abroad before it 
first took place back in 2003 to now 
runningthe festival’s biggest event, 
100% Design.
 
Which trend is worth exploring?
The one that interests you. In some 
ways the whole point of the LDF is to 
cut through single perspectives and 
provide insights and opportunities to 
engage with all sorts of design, 
trends, ideas and people. The mix 
and contrast is London’s trend.
 
Who is your mentor?
In design terms Sir John Sorrell, co-
founder of the London Design 
Festival. In terms of someone who 
designs icons, Jasper Morrison.
 
What is the first step to take when 
revamping a space? 
Have a party. It soon makes you think 
about how to use a space, what you 
like to show off and what you worry 
about breaking. Some of the best 
interiors decisions have been made 
by thinking about how to entertain 
your friends.
 
Which installations will you  
be visiting?
You can make the Festival a thrilling 
trail around London. I’ll aim for two 
of London’s – and the festival’s – 
hubs: the V&A and Somerset House 
where the density of projects 
promises to be rewarding. If I could 
find the time I would spread my 
wings to Brixton and Queens Park. 
However, I will be mostly found 
enjoying 100% Design’s new home at 
Olympia London (below).

Max Fraser
Editor of London Design Guide
What does London Design Festival 
mean to you?
It’s a celebratory moment for the 
design community to show off the 
great ideas that they have been 
working on across a variety of design 
disciplines. It is a time for people to 
come together, for visitors to meet 
designers, for ideas to be shared and 
business to be done. London is so 
significant on the global stage and 
you really feel that international 
presence during the week. 

What’s are on your agenda?
I will be touring the city non-stop, 
taking in the Festival’s hub venue at 
the V&A (below). I’ll also visit the 
new venue at Somerset House as well 
as all of the major design shows. The 
smaller venues are often the most 
surprising so I’ll take in the myriad of 
shops, showrooms, studios with 
plenty of dinners and parties too.
 
Where do you find design 
inspiration? 
I don’t design anything myself but am 
constantly observing and comment-
ing on the work of others. While my 
professional world revolves around 
tangible objects, spaces and build-
ings, inspiration for me can equally 
come from the most unexpected 
places. Oddly, I have most of my ideas 
when sitting alone on a plane or 
dancing in a loud nightclub. In both 
places, I’m surrounded by humanity 
in an otherwise alien place.
 
What is your top tip for 
transforming a space? 
White paint. As obvious as it sounds, 
white walls provide a blank canvas 
for all other decisions, are calming 
and help to make spaces feel bigger 
which is much needed in cramped 
London apartments.

Vicky Richardson
Head of Architecture and Design 
for the British Council
What does London Design Festival 
mean to you?
It is a week of concentrated looking, 
talking, thinking and zig-zagging 
across London.
 
What is your involvement with the 
Festival this year?
We are hosting a group of interna-
tional visitors from 17 countries. 
They are a fascinating and diverse 
group, including the founders of new 
Design Weeks in Addis Ababa and 
Amman, and curators from places 
including Ukraine, Poland, Brazil and 
Taiwan. We will be showing them our 
picks of the festival and introducing 
them to British designers at an event 
called 10x10 at Somerset House. 
 
Where do you seek inspiration? 
For me the highlights are exhibitions 
and installations in unexpected 
venues around the city. It is the 
chance to see the latest work of 
designers but often the way it is 
displayed is just as interesting.
 
Which installations would you say 
are unmissable?
Maker Mile and the Maker Library in 
Hackney (below), Ladybird by Design 
at the House of Illustration and 
Patternity’s Festival of Pattern.
 
Which trend is worth exploring?
Designers and curators are getting 
much more interested in history – 
Workshop for Potential Design’s 
exhibition at Sir John Soane’s 
Museum is an example.
 
Who are your design icons?
The Modernist architects who rebuilt 
London and are still underrated: 
Denys Lasdun, Richard Seifert and 
Patrick Hodgkinson. 

meet the movers and makers

Fireflies: above, 
interactive 
lighting duo 
mischer’traxler; 
left, Kim Thomé, 
creator of the 
Zotem sculpture; 
below, Victoria 
Broackes
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Watch the video
See our video on the tower of Babel with Barnaby Bradford 
standard.co.uk/barnaby 
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