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From CORNWALL
to CAMBERWELL

We chat to designer Ali Robinson as the
south east Londoner launches his first
furniture vange, inspived by everything
Sfrom litevature to a child’s height

Words MARK KEBBLIE
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Why did you launch Robinson
van Noort back in 20017

I have always had a passionate
interest in architecture, design and
art, and I thought that designing
interiors and furniture would give
me a wonderful balance of
commerce and creativity.

You launched the company
with your wife Carolyn. How
do you complement each
other?

[ had no experience in designing
interiors, whilst she was a qualified
interior designer with excellent
experience having worked in a
successful practice. She is a very
talented designer, and although
wonderfully fun, she is also an
extremely calm and gentle person.
[, on the other hand, am not
particularly calm and knew she’d
be great to work with, so I hung
onto her coattail for a few years.

Is there a particular ethos
behind the practice?

Our practice has changed quite a
bit since, but our ethos has not. We
began as residential interior
designers before introducing
architecture as a service. The
company has grown significantly
and we now undertake a variety of
project types in a number of
sectors, Our ethos remains constant
and offers a high level of bespoke
attention to both our clients and
every project we design.
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Why now to launch your debut
furniture collection?

I've been designing bespoke one-
off pieces of furniture and joinery
for Robinson van Noort’s clients
for many years. The creative
process in designing this collection
has been a continuation of that
work and fortunately I am
collaborating with the same makers
that [ have always worked with.
The decision to launch now is two-
fold: firstly our design practice has
matured enough to give me more
time to work on the collection, and
secondly it coincides with me
painting and making more art
again,

What did you want the
collection to offer?

I wanted to produce a collection of
objects that shared a common
feeling and touched on ideas that
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Clockwise from top left: Ali
Robinson; Chilworth Table; Drove
Acre Stool; Symonds Vitrine;
Constantine Steel Ruler

were still open enough to develop
in forthcoming work. I am
interested in combining material
and form in ways to produce
surprising feelings. On one hand, |
enjoy the orthogonal, solid and
strong sensation one gets from the
vitrines and on the other, I like the
delicate, serpentine and playful
feeling from the mirror, tables and
ruler. | want the pieces to be used
daily and have chosen materials
with a natural patina and variation
that will happily take the knocks
and wear and tear of regular usage,
and in doing so improve and
embellish the pieces over time.

What was the thinking behind
the Vitrine collection?

My initial idea came from reading
The Hare With The Amber Eves — A
Hidden Inheritance, by Edmund de
Waal. This tragic story centres on
an object of desire and keepsake; it
touches on love, pleasure and

exquisite craftsmanship. It
describes the glazed cabinets that
housed Japanese netsukes or
keepsakes that moved around the
world from owner to owner over
the last 200 years. It made me
consider how people spent their
time discovering, sourcing, owning,
inheriting and cherishing artefacts,
and how the examination of the
making process itself would affect
their opinions on how they value
and measure things. | looked at a
variety of vitrines, from medicinal
cabinets to meshed kitchen larder
units, and enjoyed looking at the
play of light through the glass and
the reflections that bounced off
polished surfaces and through
perforated metal and enamel. 1
experimented in the workshop with
the patination of many types of
metals, polishing and dipping, and
worked with enamel specialists to
mix unusual portions of pigment to
achieve a delicate ceramic-like
surface quality.

| love the idea of the metal
totem - why did you include
this in the collection?

Thank you! I love it too — it is
probably my favourite piece. My
family had a chair that was passed
down from generation to generation
with the carved names and dates of
marriages and birthdays, but also
with children’s height and weight
at certain ages. Further to that my
father was adamant that everyone
who stayed the night should sign
the visitor’s book. These two things
resonated with me.

Kynance is named after a bay
in Comwall - a place that is a
main inspiration to you?
Kynance Bay is incredibly
beautiful and it is where I spent
many summer holidays as a child.
And by total chance 25 years later
and 280 miles away I ended up
living in Kynance Place, London.

Are you happy now in SE5?
We have lived in Camberwell for
17 years and love it. Gentrification
has its plusses and minuses, but
Camberwell and Peckham still
have a great edge.

alirobinson.com
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