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Risk of Infection
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Dutch designer Pieke Bergmans’ take on things and materials appears to produce 
works that are divergent in their results. However, from oozing glass vases and 
bulbs that go bad, to exploring the ‘handwritten’ process of crate making, issues of 
customisation and mass production are blown together in a series of experiments. 
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 ‘I guess it wasn’t what you’d call a sweeping success,’ 
says Pieke Bergmans and laughs. To put it even more 
bluntly: her latest design project went completely 
wrong. An art foundation from Rotterdam commis-
sioned the Amsterdam-based designer along with 
some other creatives to develop projects for an out-
door market in a very poor area of Rotterdam. ‘We 
were asked to create a design intervention for a market 
stall. The stall which I was assigned sold really hor-
rible cheap jewellery and watches,’ she recollects. ‘So I 
scanned photos of celebrities from magazines – some 
Dutch singers, but also Angelina Jolie and other Hol-
lywood stars, enlarged them to life-size, turned them 
into cardboard cut-outs, put those behind the coun-
ter and adorned them with the jewellery. I thought it 
was good fun, but the stallholder hated it. He took 
everything down first thing in the morning…I guess 
you need at least a little bit of design appreciation for 
something like this.’

Freedom & Parasites
A lack of appreciation for her work isn’t something Berg-
mans is normally faced with - quite the contrary. From 
the beginning, the design press has ‘hot-potatoed’ her 
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projects in the aftermath of Milan’s annual designfest. 
Having set up her own studio in a small alley in the red 
light district of Amsterdam just a few years ago, direct-
ly after graduating from Design Academy Eindhoven 
and the Royal College of Art in London, 31-year-old 
Bergmans now works for the Al-Sabah design gallery 
in Dubai and for producers like porcelain manufac-
turer Rosenthal and furniture companies Gelderland 
and Lensvelt. Mostly, though, she creates self-initiated 
projects, which she sells in her own little studio-cum-
gallery on Via Tortona. ‘I really don’t know why there 
aren’t more designers who run their own gallery,’ she 
says. ‘It’s a great way of working in total freedom. But 
of course I’m lucky, because until now all my objects 
have found buyers.’

Without doubt her biggest hit to date are her glass 
projects, which started out in 2005 with the Crystal 
Virus series. In collaboration with glass factory Royal 
Leerdam, she created crystal vases that were blown di-
rectly onto wooden tables and chairs. Flexible as vi-
ruses are, they adjusted to their hosts, slowly creep-
ing over them, taking on strange shapes and leaving 
black burn marks, until finally becoming stiff and cold. 
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Fascinated by the uncontrollable aspects of the process 
and the objects’ parasitic qualities, Bergmans decided 
to make the virus her trademark and name her studio 
Design Virus. ‘In a way, I am the virus myself,’ she says. 
‘I’m hoping to spread my products all over the world 
and create an epidemic.’

Twisting the moonlight
Mass production, however, isn’t Bergmans goal and 
also wouldn’t work for most of her projects. They’re 
very much about individual shapes and the beauty of 
the unpredictable. Like the Light Blubs which she pre-
sented in Milan this year: big, hand-blown light bulbs 
that seem to melt down with gravity, slowly dripping 
from old lamps onto tired office furniture. ‘I conscious-
ly chose boring, industrial furniture for the sake of con-
trast,’ she says. ‘Light bulbs are normally very well be-
haved, technical little things. It’s exciting to infect them 
and see what happens.’ Thanks to her experiment, we 
now know that when bulbs go wrong, they become 
slightly mischievous objects of beauty, breaking from 
their civilized symmetry and conquering space outside 
the lampshade. ‘Somehow they started to lead their 
own lives. They’re very special,’ she recalls fondly. ‘I’ve 
been working on them for a few years now, and I’ve 
really tackled the production process. The light from 
the incorporated LEDs is perfect now: It’s almost like 
moonlight.’ Is there any challenge left then? ‘Yes, of 
course. You can always introduce a slight twist into the 
production process.’

A twist in the process is also what drives one of her lat-
est projects, a series of water jugs for Dutch glass man-
ufacturer Tetterode, which will be produced in a lim-
ited edition of 20 pieces. ‘I never make sketches for my 
projects,’ explains Bergmans. ‘The shapes develop from 
the material. Otherwise the mystery would be gone.’ 
In this case, she lets a glass blower create a basic jug 
shape and then attach another chunk of molten glass to 
it that is shaped into a snout by pulling. Through the 
pulling motion, however, the shape of the jug itself is 
also altered, becoming contorted and organic.

Customisation versus mass-production
So how does a project like the one for the market in 
Rotterdam fit into this obsession with coincidences, 
irregularities and material qualities? The answer is 
simple: it doesn’t. Bergmans likes to maintain her 
versatility and doesn’t want to be pinned down to a 
single material or technique. This is also illustrated by 
another project that she presented in Milan this year, 
the Crate Cabinets. What links them to the rest of her 
work is their conceptual background and the issue of 
customisation versus mass production. ‘Last year, I 
had to ship some delicate objects to Miami. They had 
to be really well packaged,’ she recalls. ‘As usual with 
artworks, a crate was custom-made especially for my 
objects. I was completely fascinated. Despite its rough 
outer appearance, the crate was a beautiful thing in its 
own right, and as it turned out, every cratemaker has 
his own “handwriting”. So I decided to turn this into 
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a project.’ She bought several antique cabinets and let 
a cratemaker encase them. ‘The crates arouse curiosity: 
what’s inside them that’s so precious that it has to be so 
well protected?’

Like a new take on Matryoshka dolls, the Crate Cabi-
nets are a statement about the value we attach to cer-
tain things and materials, but also about craftsmanship 
and the charms of roughness. ‘But they’re also meant to 
be used, by the way,’ Bergmans says. ‘Otherwise they’d 
make no sense at all.’ The market stall owner from Rot-
terdam probably couldn’t agree more.

www.piekebergmans.com
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