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Influenced by
contradictions in
the life of Shanghai,
Italian creative
ALBERTO CAIOLA
incorporates ideas
of past and future
into hybrid designs

Words
TRACEY INGRAM OLIVIER HERC




ALBERTO CAIOLA grew up in Pordenone, an
Italian province about an hour's drive from
Venice. In 2002 he began studying product
design at Politecnico Milano, which he

calls ‘a conservative, classical school’. While
learning about design theory and the great
masters, Caiola immersed himself in the ‘city
that breathes design’ He and his comrades
were frequent visitors to events and exhibi-
tions. “We took everything the city had to
offer, which was more than it offers today.
Coming from a small town, I felt for the first
time that I was part of the creative world.' In
2006 Caiola ventured to Design Academy
Eindhoven (DAE), where he chose Design in
Context for his master’s degree. After return-
ing to Italy and working for the likes of Aldo
Cibic, the designer made a more drastic
move. In 2010 he relocated to China, and in
2014 he officially established Alberto Caiola
Studio in the country's most populous city:
Shanghai. Dedicated to interiors, exhibitions
and product design, the outfit has since
become synonymous with new-wave spaces.

After learning a formal design language in
your home country, how was your experi-
ence at DAE? ALBERTO CAIOLA: DAE was

the radical exploratory school I was looking
for. Finally, 1 thought, a place where you're
not meani to follow the rules; you're meani
to break them.1 learned to be an author. We
were taught methods, and our outcomes
were research-based. They didn't lead to
final products back then, but I knew I would
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Flask (opposite) is accessed via casual Thai eatery Tiger
Bites (above). Including such dramatic elements as
angular ceiling cubes, the speakeasy is the second in a
series that ‘blends present and past through contrast’,

says Caiola.

apply those methods later. I began to ques-
tion conventions, search for new horizons
and challenge the status quo. Inspiration
appeared everywhere — even from my
personal background. Whereas I previously
might have viewed something from one
direction, my vision changed to 360 degrees.

What took you to Asia? [ followed my girl-
friend. She studied Chinese, so we thought
we'd give the country a try. A project for
the design fair [then called 100% Design]
that was meant to last for seven weeks has
continued for seven years.

Italy has such a rich design tradition, unlike
China, where buildings are often ripped out
to make way for new ones. How do you find
working in Shanghai as an Italian designer?
Everything changes in a heartbeat here —
including the attitude towards historical
space. Architects in Shanghai are starting

to transform beautiful old buildings into
museums, for example, while Beijing's
traditional hutongs are re-emerging as
boutique hotels and retail stores.

When I arrived, I feared the market
would be too different — that satisfying
a client’s taste would mean abandoning
my own wishes. But that wasn't the case.
Design is more explorative here. Clients are
looking for something extraordinary and
are willing and able to invest in it. There's
an extreme energy and positivity in China
that I don't think you'll find anywhere else
in the world right now.

How would you describe your design meth-
odology, and how does it manifest in your
projects? | don't take myself too seriously.

I try to have fun — and to pass that fun on to
a project’s client and users. I'm questioning
the current design landscape and searching
for new visions. Recently I discovered a few »
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Caiola's design for Harbook in Hangzhou

— a bookstore-cum-café-cum-showroom —
responds to the lack of city squares in the Chinese
metropolis. The interior, which references an
Italian urban landscape, re-creates the city-plaza
atmosphere in an abstract way.



PORTRAITS INTRODUCING

After working for the likes of Aldo Cibic
in Italy, Alberto Caiola moved to China,
where he set up his studio in the country's
most populous city: Shanghai.

‘I don’t want people to feel at home
in my projects; they should feel
like they’re on the moon or on Mars’

key phrases that sum up my work: ‘richness
of meaning’, ‘unfamiliar combinations’, and
‘complexity and contradictions’ My practice
is very much influenced by life in Shanghai.
It's a place of contradictions, with one foot
in the past and the other in the future. I try to
synthesize these ideas into my own recipes.
Something I often hear about in the
design world is the desire to make things
homey, familiar. I don't want people to feel
at home in my projects; they should feel like
they're on the moon or on Mars. I want them
to wonder, to have new experiences. ‘Good
taste kills creativity’ is a line from a docu-
mentary [ watched not long ago. The notion
holds significance for me. My previous pro-
jects include a cocktail bar with an electric-
blue couch [Botanist, 2016]. The seating
really clashes with the green environment.
The client was initially against it; he couldn't
digest it because it was ‘weird’. Somehow,
though, we made it happen. Same with my
first solo project: Flask & The Press [2015].
The client asked for a 1920s vintage-vibe
speakeasy. I felt that while a 1920s ambience
might work, it’s a path already taken. If we're
going to bring back something from the
past, why don't we make it suitable for our
time? The project blends the present and
past through contrast. Traditional speakeasy
cues are offset with dramatic elements, such
as an array of angular ceiling cubes.

Your Harbook project joins a series of new-
wave bookstores in China. If you're trying
to rethink a genre, how do you consider one
that's already in a process of reinvention? In

China, everything seems a little bent towards

the selfie story. Sometimes it gets a bit
superficial. Exhibition curators understand
this phenomenon and deliver eye candy.

People go just to take pictures, without
engaging in the content or story that the
artist is trying to convey. The resurgence of
bookstores runs deeper. It shows that people
are willing to delve into certain topics and
learn more.

I find it most interesting when retail
is mixed with other concepts to create
cultural and lifestyle destinations. City
squares don't really exist in Harbook's loca-
tion, Hangzhou, so these types of projects —
places for people to meet and talk — fill
that void. Harbook comprises a bookstore,

a café and a Normann Copenhagen furniture
showroom. By including influences from
the Italian urban landscape — such as the
covered archways that line plazas — [ was
able to re-create the city-square atmosphere
in an abstract way.

What ‘new waves' are you currently explor-
ing? Everything is moving towards fascinat-
ing hybrids — things that make you wonder
what they are. Investigating this surrealist
realm might be my new challenge, my new
seed. We hear about X-gender and see luxury
brands embracing streetwear. The world of
possibilities seems wider than ever before.
I'm quite comfortable in this new experi-
mental context. @

alhertocaiola.com

Inspired by architectural ruins, rooftop bar Nyx
in Shanghai is wrapped in UV-reactive cords to
create ‘a surreal space-time experience’,
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