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“I’m not rebellious or anarchistic”, declares Max Lamb. “I’m not breaking rules as a 
statement; it’s just that I like to operate by doing things myself.” The British designer 
is an independent-minded free spirit who happens to be incredibly resourceful. This 
encompasses using materials and industrial and ancient craft processes in unexpected 
ways. His resoluteness has partly developed through circumstantial necessity. Unable 
to afford a foundry at the beginning of his career, Lamb made his own. Self-reliance 
and inventiveness define his way of working and are common threads throughout his 
multifarious projects. 

BREAKING 
THE RULES
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Max Lamb vies for intrigue

TEXT ANNA SANSOM 

Jigsaw (Copper), 2017 (detail) / Copper / 85 x 40 x 40 cm 
Photo: Max Lamb / Courtesy of Gallery Fumi, London



Our conversation is taking place shortly 
after Max Lamb’s Thermal Spray series of 
chairs, tables, shelves, and vases was un-
veiled by Salon 94 at Design Miami/ Basel 
in June. The irregular, wonky shapes are 
made of expanded polystyrene sprayed with 
molten metal, such as brass, stainless steel, 
and aluminium. “As we have learnt with the 
Grenfell Tower tragedy in London, polysty-
rene is a highly combustible material that 
can easily go up in flames”, says Lamb. 
“But if you spray it with molten metal using 
this technique, it doesn’t combust or burn. 
The metal is living matter that will oxidise, 
patinate, and grow old gracefully.”

The starting point of the project was when 
Lamb came across an online image of a met-
al-coated apple. “I thought: That’s strange, 
how do you spray an apple with metal? I dug 
deeper, discovered the thermal-spraying 
process, and began hunting round the few 

specialist companies in England.” Thermal 
spraying is a cross between spray-paint-
ing and welding, according to Lamb, and 
is normally used in engineering and archi-
tecture for steel or piping. Having located 
a company some 35 minutes’ drive from 
his London studio, he convinced the work-
ers to tweak the technique for his furniture 
project. “It was such an unknown and ex-
perimental process for all of us”, he says, 
adding that somebody at the company had 
to do the spraying for him. “There’s skill in-
volved, because if you do it too quickly, the 
polystyrene starts to melt and the shape 
becomes distorted.” Lamb explains how 
it works: “Two wires come out of the gun 
when you pull the trigger – one is positively 
charged, the other negatively charged. The 
high-voltage current vaporises the metal 
and turns it into tiny little molten dust par-
ticles that are projected using compressed 
air. As soon as the particles stick to the 
surface, the metal cools down – that way it 
doesn’t melt the polystyrene.”

Lamb’s aim was to achieve a metal surface 
that had quality and integrity. “It needs to 
have a certain thickness, and building that 
up takes a very long time”, he informs. Prior 
to thermal spraying, he created the forms 
himself. “Polystyrene is quick and easy to 
work with, and because it’s soft you can 
cut it and stick it back together. But it’s the 
sprayed material that gives the object its 
structure.” The fact that the furniture piec-
es possess a how-did-he-do-that intrigue 
appeals to Lamb. “I’m not using these tech-
niques to design the most comfortable, most 
ergonomic, lightest, or most practical chair 
in the world, but one that has visual intrigue, 
excitement, personality, and functionali-
ty”, he says. “I understand form and ergo-
nomics, but I also like to break the rules: 
what is a chair and what can one sit on?” 
Essential to Lamb’s practice is his hands-on 
approach. He eschews preliminary drawings 
and sketches. “The material is my sketch-
book, in a way”, he says. “Sometimes I find 
it impossible to communicate on paper. It’s 
so much easier just to make something rath-
er than to draw it and then try to make it. I 
can only do that because I’m a maker as well 
as a designer. The Thermal Spray project is 
an example of where making something in 
three dimensions is the only way, because it 
has that freedom, speed, spontaneity, and 
expediency.” 

Lamb, who obtained a Master’s in Design 
Products at the Royal College of Art, is certain-
ly prolific. At Design Miami/ Basel, Gallery 
Fumi presented his Jigsaw chairs made of 
copper, anodised aluminium, and Richlite [an 
incredibly durable, extremely versatile, high-
ly sustainable material made from resin-in-
fused paper]. The project follows on from his 
participation in an Alvar Aalto symposium in 
Finland. “The 10 designers there were asked 
to create a piece of furniture that students at 
a local craft college would then make as an ex-
ercise”, says Lamb. “I wrote the instructions 
on how to design the Jigsaw chair, involving 
taking a section of plywood, using a jigsaw 
to cut the pieces freehand, and joining them 
together to make a piece of furniture. While 
I was writing the instructions, I thought I’d 
have a go myself using compressed paper-
board. Then I talked to Fumi about making 
the three pieces for them.”

Lamb’s curiosity in working with different 
materials made him an obvious choice for 
Really, the Danish manufacturer of Solid 
Textile Board (in which Kvadrat has ac-
quired a 52% stake). Made out of recycled 
cotton and wool from the fashion and tex-
tile industries as well as from households, 
Really’s debut collection, designed by 
Lamb, was launched in Milan during the lat-
est Salone del Mobile. He had made bench-
es out of it; meanwhile, in a video, Dutch 
designer Christien Meindertsma illustrated 
the production of the patented Solid Textile 
Board. “As a designer who immerses myself 
in the material landscape without prejudice 
or discrimination, it was exciting to come 
across one that I hadn’t yet explored”, he 
enthuses.

MAX LAMB

Jigsaw (Richlite), 2017
Richlite / 90 x 40 x 40 cm

Photo: Max Lamb
Courtesy of Gallery Fumi, London

Thermal Spray Table (Steel), 2017
Polystyrene and stainless steel / 45 x 57 x 45 cm

Photo: Angus Mill

Thermal Spray Armchair (Copper), 2017
Polystyrene and copper / 71 x 86 x 60 cm
Photo: Angus Mill
Courtesy of Salon 94, New York

Thermal Spray Vase (Brass), 2017
Polystyrene and brass / 45 x 29 x 33 cm

Photo: Angus Mill
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This meant getting to grips with Solid 
Textile Board in his 50m2 workshop. “I have 
a whole host of machinery but none of my 
woodworking and metalworking tools have 
been designed for manipulating this thin 
material”, he continues. “It was a case of 
playing with the router, sander, and other 
equipment to see how the board would re-
spond. When you see that thinness over a 
large expanse, you predict that the panels 
would be hard, cold, and rigid. But you can 
feel the microscopic textile fibres on the sur-
face, so it actually has a soft, warm tactility.” 
Inspired by the board’s format, Lamb made 
12 designs for benches, realising 14 pieces in 
total, in each of which the panels were used 

differently or were made with different cut-
ting techniques. “A Danish furniture compa-
ny [Muuto] is interested in producing one of 
the benches, so we’re tweaking the design”, 
he says. “It’ll be interesting to offer the ma-
terial in the public domain.”  

Is Lamb considering making other pieces 
for Really? “If they ask”, he replies, laugh-
ing. “I’m encouraging them to work with 
other designers, though. I’m just one voice, 
one brain, and one pair of hands. I’ve prob-
ably only scratched the surface of what the 
material can do. It’s important for other de-
signers to get it into their workshops.” The 
conversation moves on to the issue of sus-
tainability. “I take quite a specific approach 
and use some pretty dirty materials – like 
stone – in my work. But there aren’t many 
of them that are wholly environmentally 
friendly”, he says. “Metals are damaging 
to the environment but are pretty much in-
finitely recyclable. This concept does my 
head in, because most designers justify 
what they’re doing in terms of the materi-
al being recyclable. I prefer making things 
that don’t need to be recycled and that last, 
either because they’re durable and well 
made, or because the materials have an in-
herent, financial value that helps encourage 
people to look after the product.” 

PAPER CITY is at the Fruit Market 
in Humber Street, until 09 July 2017. 
fruitmarkethull.co.uk
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Max Lamb, 2017 
Photo: Matteo Girola 

Cutting experiments for Really, 2017
Close-up view
Photo: Max Lamb
Courtesy of Really / Kvadrat

While we’re chatting on the phone, Lamb 
is busy making something for the Paper 
City exhibition for Hull UK City of Culture 
2017. He is one of eight creatives, along 
with Bethan Laura Wood, Jacqui Poncelet, 
Richard Woods, and others, invited to play 
with Hull paper merchant G. F. Smith’s 
Colorplan range of paper. Lamb’s contribu-
tion, 35,000 gsm, has been fabricated using 
the full range of 50 papers, the layers bound 
together into single sheets that reveal all the 
colours, like geological strata. The reams 
of assembled paper evoke variously sized 
pieces of furniture. Three reams of A1 be-
come a dining table for two, three reams of 
A2 become a console table; three reams of 
A3 become a side table; three reams of A4 
become a stool. “Without describing them 
as a stool or a side table, they automatical-
ly adopt these functions because that’s how 
one would read them, simply because of 
their volume and structure”, he says.

Surprisingly, perhaps, Lamb is unsure of 
what he would like to harness next. “I never 
know what my next project will be”, he 
says. “There’s so much investigation that 
goes into my work, trying to understand 
the possibilities of what’s out there. And 
with that research, you discover things. 
I’ve gained confidence and understanding; 
by trying things myself, interesting things 
start to happen. Materials have a language 
of their own and projects evolve and design 
themselves.” If Lamb’s track record is any-
thing to go by, whatever his next move is, it 
will be brimming with individuality.

35,000 gsm, 2017
Installation view/details

Paper City exhibition 
Hull 2017 UK City of Culture

Fruit Market, Humber Street, Hull, UK
Photo: Adam Weatherly
Courtesy of G. F. Smith

Embracing the standard paper sizes produced by merchant G. F. Smith, Max Lamb created 
a suite of four ‘tables’ composed of the full range of Colorplan papers in all formats - 800 
sheets of A4, A3, A2, A1, glued together on all edges and then stacked. In so doing, he 
has developed a potentially new standard weight of paper: 35,000 gsm. 
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