
Why did you want to show at Milan? 
The Milan Furniture Fair is the largest, most prestigious 
furniture fair in the world. Our main focus for this year’s 
event was to launch our new design collective – Designtree.  
The Salone Satellite is a great vehicle for this as it gives us 
the best possible opportunities to expose our new lighting 
and furniture collection to worldwide media and to develop 
relationships with international producers and distributors 
as well as retailers.
 
Was it difficult to get the funding to make it  
possible to go? 
Our final decision to exhibit at the Salone Satellite in Milan 
was made relatively late. Due to the short period from 
acceptance into the curated exhibition and our decision 
to take the leap and exhibit in Milan, we had three short 
months to develop the idea of the Designtree collective, 
develop a new range of furniture and lighting and organise 
the logistics of travelling to and exhibiting in Italy. This 
contracted timeframe also meant we had limited time to apply 
for funding and sponsorship. Creative New Zealand’s quick 
response grant covered the costs of the exhibition space, one 
of the major costs of the trip. We also had support from Autex 
who supplied material to experiment with and produce the 
Nectar prototypes, George the Goose (branding and graphic 
design company) helped us develop the branding and printed 
material (logo, catalogues, business cards, etc). Along with 
these sponsorships, a lot of support from our suppliers and 
friends and family made the trip viable for us.     
 
Did you design pieces specifically for the show, or were 
they pieces you had already designed, or a continuation 
of designs you had already been working on? 
Rebecca: I used the Milan fair as an external deadline to get 
some products designed. I work full time in the film industry 
so it was a big decision for me to work very late nights and 
most weekends for three months over summer to develop 
some new ideas specifically for the show. 
Tim: I wanted to design some new works and I had been 
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sketching a few ideas and making some little models. 
Once we decided to go to Milan, I left my part-time 
job and focused on developing the ideas for the fair 

alongside my day-to-day design practice.  
As we were pressed for time and running on a 

tight budget, we decided to take all components of the 
exhibition with us in our suitcases – including the 13 pieces 

for the show, tools, 46 kilograms of brochures, display 
components, etc, giving us some tight parameters for 
the design.  

How did showing at Milan affect your business? 
By the end of the second day (of the six-day fair) it felt 
as though much of the hard work and expense to get to 
Milan had paid off. The positive response to the Designtree 
collective and the new work was overwhelming. The press 
coverage was staggering, and the retail contacts from many 
different countries as well as manufactures and distributors 
wanting to take on our new products has all been amazing.  

Can Kiwi design keep up with European heavyweights? 
Rebecca: I believe so. There are plenty of unique design  
styles in the world including New Zealand design. I think 
that New Zealand designers have some advantages – it may 
be easier to be recognised and supported in New Zealand 
compared to designers in much larger design-saturated 
countries. Over the fair we were told many times that our 
work was a refreshing change and a markedly different  
style from European design, and this stems from our 
geographic isolation.
 
What was the highlight of the Fair? 
We met some amazing young designers exhibiting at the 
fair and made some good friends. Having a joke with Marcel 
Wanders and Casper Vissers from Moooi was great, as was 
meeting many other designers we have studied and admired.  
 
And the worst part? 
Rebecca: The worst part for me would have been the first day 
of setting up when I hurt my lower back. I was in extreme 
pain and could barely walk for about 24 hours. As soon as I 
felt my back go I had an awful sinking feeling that I had come 
so close to exhibiting but that I might miss out and have to go 
back to New Zealand early for treatment.
 
Would you go again? 
Tim: Totally! This was my second time and I gained so much 
more, felt so much more confident and really felt like I was a 
contributing member of the international design community. 
designtree.co.nz
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Did you design pieces specifically for the show? 
I took a mixed bag as a way of clearing out the cupboard. 
The intention at the time was to show at Milan for three 
consecutive years so the first collection of items was a mix 
of old designs and new ones – some I had designed for a 
solo exhibition in Christchurch a year earlier and some were 
designed specifically for Milan. 

How did showing at Milan affect your business? 
Milan created huge media interest and plenty of orders 
globally. This was great but as we went looking for 
manufacturers or distributors we weren’t really ready to 
fulfil these orders. The reality of sending one or two Vodka 
Trolleys to a small store in Athens was a little too complicated 
for the way we had things set up. 

Can Kiwi design keep up with European heavyweights? 
It can but it needs a major shift in mentality. A few designers 
like Jamie McLellan, Phil Cuttance and Nathan Goldsworthy 
are exploring new materials and processes and creating 
interesting designs that compete with international designers 
both conceptually and in their production quality, Jamie 
especially so. 
 
What was the highlight of the Fair?
The highlight was probably the offsite Via Tortona. We made 
our way there every night after we left the showgrounds. 
Every night it was packed with people, musicians, beer stalls 
and some of the more interesting brands/companies showing 
collections till late in the evening.
 
And the worst part? 
The days were long and we had a quiet year where nobody 
got too much interest. The returns didn’t stack up with the 
investment in the end but I have never regretted it.
 
Would you go again?
Yes – but with a completely different approach. We took 
concepts and in our naivety hoped for someone to swoop in 
and offer a cheque to develop and produce them. I would go 
again but with a clear and concise collection ready to ship or 
hand over as a set of drawings.  
pungaandsmith.com

Why did you want to show at Milan?
I wanted to show in Milan to see how my work stood up 
among the world’s newest and best. It had the reputation of 
being the biggest and best fair, where all of the big names and 
young up-and-comers unveiled their latest wares. It seemed 
to me to be a good way to connect with press, manufacturers 
and fellow designers. 

Was it difficult to get the funding to make it  
possible to go?
I was a bit lucky where I didn’t have to sell all of my organs 
due to the incredible generosity of family, friends and 
business people who helped me get there the first time 

I exhibited solo. The second time I exhibited my work, 
Creative New Zealand helped me out with a grant, 

which I couldn’t have done it without, as organs 
don’t grow back. 

How did showing at Milan affect  
your business? 
I had a product picked up by an American 
company and had press interest from some 

reputable magazines and blogs. Going to Milan 
taught me that it was going be easier for me to 

capitalise on that momentum if I was nearer to 
the rest of the design world. I had a phone call from 

an architecture firm in London who wanted to place a big 
order for my chairs to put in a new hotel in Germany. It was 
exciting, but the deal never happened due to the fact I was 
based in New Zealand. I didn’t want to miss out on any more 
similar opportunities so I am now living in London and feel 
like it was a good move for me.

Can Kiwi design keep up with the Europeans?
Yeah, of course, we are our own worst enemies. It’s really 
important to be aware of what is happening in the world, and 
going to Milan was what I did to see whether my work was up 
to scratch, and learn how other designers were approaching 
the whole thing.
  
What was difficult about getting there?
Driving from London to Milan non-stop the day before, 
(cheers again, Rod!). Sleeping in and almost having a forklift 
crush your stand. Rescuing your work on a piece of carpet 
dragged the length of the mile-long fair ground (thanks Rod 
and Sharpey) ... lots of lessons learned! 
philcuttance.com
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Why did you want to  
show at Milan? 
It is still the only design show on the 
planet where every key design critique, designer and buyer 
will be every year. There are buyers there even from France 
who we don’t see at the French shows – and even if they are at 
both they are always re-assured to see your project in Milan 
as a sign as to how ‘serious’ your project is.
 
How did showing at Milan affect your business? 
For the Pi table, it led us into talks with one of the biggest 
buyers of design in the world – these talks are ongoing as we 
work through production issues that broader distribution 
will highlight. As David Trubridge’s agent in France, 
Switzerland and Benelux, we made our first sales to the 
French company that has now become our biggest buyer 
there. Seemingly contradictory, Milan is a good place to have 
an idea stolen, but it is also a good place to attach your name 
to a concept so that if anyone else uses it people will know 
who came first – an all-important factor in what is largely a 
gentlemen’s business at the top end.

Can Kiwi design keep up with European heavyweights? 
Kiwi designers David Trubridge, Brendan MacFarlane, 
Patrick Morris and I are already selling very well in the 
European market, and Phil Cuttance has had work fly out the 
door at Milan pop-up stores – so the response is obvious.  
I make the distinction between Kiwi design and Kiwi 
designers though, which may sound strange from someone 
with the New Zealand design firm, but we’ve found over the 
years that the design comes first and then that designer is 
attached to his or her country and that country’s values.  
Our job is to help New Zealand designers stay in the 
European press – highlight those New Zealand values  
– and manage logistics to get over ‘that distance thing’. 
 
What was the highlight of the Fair? 
Italian men’s shoes, beautiful women and my morning coffee 
and cream-filled croissant.  
 
And the worst part? 
Sore feet, stopping certain people taking photos all day, 
boredom on the slow days. People might say replying to the 
same questions a thousand times – but I strangely like that.
moaroom.com
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Why did you want to show at Milan? 
Because it’s arguably the biggest design event held worldwide 
each year making it an ideal place to show new work
to buyers and media. 

Was it difficult to get the funding to make it 
possible to go? 
I exhibited as a collective with David Trubridge and Purple 
South under the heading ‘New Zealand Design Space’ and 
this enabled us to put together  a comprehensive document 
that gained us funding from Trade and Enterprise New 
Zealand. Without this it would have been difficult to fund.
 
Did you design pieces specifically for the show?
I designed two new pieces for the exhibition that were based 
around the Green Seal Pine, a new material development at 
the time, as well as the Miss M chair which was in production 
in New Zealand.

How did showing at Milan affect your business? 
We picked up orders internationally but at the same time it 
probably increased business initially more in New Zealand.
In terms of media we had great coverage with a number of 
international design magazines profiling the show.

Can Kiwi design keep up with the European 
heavyweights?
Absolutely – look at David Trubridge. 
  
What was the highlight of the Fair?
Our opening party, green lip mussels and New Zealand wine 
in the Brera district. 
  
And the worst part?
Realising post show that most buyers struggled with the 
concept of shipping small production run items all the  
way from New Zealand. It was a huge learning curve in  
terms of setting up the correct business model for New 
Zealand export.
 
Would you go again?
We plan to show there in 2012 under our new export brand, 
Resident. This will include furniture and lighting from a 
selection of New Zealand  and international designers.
simonjamesdesign.com
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9. Dream Space Dome 
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Visit the exhibition: 
Objectspace is located 
at 8 Ponsonby Rd, 
Ponsonby, Auckland.
objectspace.org.nz

Why did you want to show at Milan? 
Ongoing exposure is vital for our international sales.  This is 
the tenth time I have been to Milan and it has been more than 
worthwhile. Milan is by far the best place to build reputation 
in the design world. In many countries, such as those in the 
Middle and Far East, it is very hard to make an impression 
unless you have been seen regularly in Milan.
 
Was it difficult to get the funding to make it  
possible to go? 
This year, yes – I had no funding at all.  In recent years I have 
received 50% funding from NZTE under their EMD (export 
market development) programme, which was invaluable to 
small businesses getting started in exporting.  The current 
National government cancelled this funding, and only large 
established businesses (over $3m!) can get such help, which 
seems insane to me.  Meanwhile, at all the design shows I 
have been to there are groups of funded designers from most 
countries so what hope have we of remaining competitive 
coming from so far away?!

Can Kiwi design keep up with the European 
heavyweights?
In general, no.  We have considerable limitations in 
manufacturing capabilities compared to Europe, which 
has such a large market on its doorstep, allowing massive 
investment in R&D and expensive set-ups for cheap mass 
production. But if we know our limits and stick within them 
we can be just as good in that limited area. Discerning buyers 
are looking for ‘something extra’ on top of just a consumer 
item.  That extra can be in our own stories which no one else 
has, of course.

How did showing at Milan affect your business? 
This is a long ongoing process with no quick or immediate 
returns, but I can say that having been to Milan for ten 
years now, I know that it has had an enormous effect on my 
business, not just in Europe but everywhere, even here in 
New Zealand.  

What was the highlight of the Fair? 
I am always impressed by the French Via show.  This is a 
government-funded scheme to get young designers’ works 
into production – I only wish there was similar vision here, 
but it is sadly lacking!  
davidtrubridge.com

Why did you want to show at Milan?
emma: I think we wanted to show in Milan to see if we could 
cut it on an international level, especially after the success 
we had in the Cologne D3 Design Talents Contest, but more 
importantly it was about being a part of that international 
community of designers at such a huge event, and taking the 
opportunity to become immersed in that world. 
nigel: The idea of showing at Milan was likely planted in 
my mind during history and theory lectures at design and 
architecture school. Many examples of the work we were 
being shown were first launched at events in or around the 
Milan Furniture Fair. Milan took on a sort of mystical quality, 
a centre for launching and showcasing the very best design 
that Italy and the world had to offer. 

How did showing at Milan affect your business? 
The Milan fair, as intended, really launched our brand 
internationally. Despite the fact we did not win any fixed 
orders for our products, we did build a huge reputation 
among the design community, and are now in continued 
contact with a couple of large distributors and several smaller 
boutiques. Local media coverage has been fantastic; we 
are both overwhelmed with how quickly our small design 
studio has grown in terms of publicity and reputation. We 
have started to take on several interior projects, including 
domestic and commercial fit-outs, and we recently completed 
a custom XY+Z Suit Rack design for the new Fred Perry store 
in Sydney.

What was the highlight of the Fair?
nigel: For me, the highlight was the sheer scale of the  
event, like nothing I had seen or been a part of before.  
The full immersion that you get from being part of the  
design community in an event like that in Milan, is at the 
same time incredibly inspiring and somewhat overwhelming.
emma: Everything, even the frustrating parts. Love it.
 
Would you go again?
Yes, definitely. While we have both taken a break to finish our 
respective studies, we haven’t stopped conceptualising a new 
collection. We will be back with a new collection, taking full 
advantage of what we learned from our previous experience.
well-groomed-fox.com

David Trubridge. Well-Groomed-Fox.  
(Emma Fox Derwin 
& Nigel Groom)
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