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Tom Gallant (TG): So, the first question is, like I 
say, the work that I make deals with beauty and 
the obscene. This language of  beauty is something 
that I’m interested in as a device, and I’m interested 
in that part where it ruptures a piece of  work. 
I mean, with a piece of  furniture, and particularly 
with Anne, there’s a point where you’re dealing 
with two languages. I guess I was also interested 
in whether you deal with this language of  beauty 
as something that you see through from concept 
through toprocess and then in the final product.  

Gareth Neal (GN):  Yeah. Perhaps I should explain 
it via examples of  particular pieces of  work.

TG: Yup. 

GN: The block pieces which were made
simultaneously to Anne, were these kind of  smashed 
and eroded block forms.  I don’t know if  you know 
the ones that I’m referring to, but they were large, 
solid blocks that were very roughly and crudely 
cut into with a Skil saw at varying depths.  

Anne, Gareth Neal, 2009

So, I made these two objects simultaneously. 
Anne was made at exactly the same time for 
the same show and I’d had to be very precise and 
very clinical and very accurate.  Now, while going 
through the process of  making that, I used a device 
like a backstop, that you put behind a piece of  wood 
and when you pass it over a saw, it stops the wood 
from breaking out.

So, you know, in terms of  the language of  that 
object, it developed with the piece of  wood as 
it was passed over a saw blade and it broke out.
 It started then informing a new piece.  

TG: OK.  

GN: Anne was and is a very fragile object, and, and 
actually, bits did break off, and with the experiments 
that I did, I suddenly realised that, you know, 
the actual, the broken piece of  timber, the more 
eroded and extracted it was, the better it was at 
revealing the reference inside than perhaps an object 
where it was just sort of, the ghost of  Anne. And, 
you know, with this block piece, I wasn’t having 
to talk about another period of  furniture making 
or narrative behind it, it was just purely this texture 
that was crude visually, and crude in the way that 
it was made, but it spoke volumes in terms of  its 
natural emotional attraction.  You know, you wanted 
to touch it, you wanted to look at it, and the lack 
of  polish and the raw material itself  just had an 
inherent beauty to it.  Once I had made the block 
piece and Anne, it was very obvious that I had to 
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make George, which is the chest of  drawers with 
the smashed away surface.  

 

George, Gareth Neal, 2009 

TG: Anne feels like something that’s very, very 
polished, and there’s that language of  beauty, 
you know, the Queen Anne legs, those forms 
are something that’s very beautiful. It’s something 
that’s very decorative, like the Chippendale legs 
that then got sort of  reduced down, and, they are 
very modern. You can see where Danish furniture 
kind of  reflects some of  that beauty.  And it’s 
strange hearing you talk about, Anne being the 
starting point, and then you started to erode 
and destroy that beauty in a sense.  

GN: Yeah, or just rebel against what that object 
was. You see, some of  the feedback on Anne was 
that you couldn’t see it.  You know, you couldn’t 
see the table inside.  I mean, and I’ve always stuck 
to this idea that, within an object you don’t have 
to get it immediately.  

TG: Yes.  

GN: You know, if  you’re going to live with it for 
your whole life, it’s fine if  it starts revealing aspects 
of  itself  over time, and at different times of  the 
day, in different lights, so that gradually you see 
something else in it, and it can grow on you. But 
at times it’s hard to convince a modern audience 
that are obsessed with the instant impact a piece 
of  furniture has. 

The wrecking or eroding of  a piece of  furniture 
adds to the idea that objects only gain beauty 
with wear, and as an object is used. You know, 
you’ve probably got one in your house, a table 
or chair that starts to look, or a chair that starts 
to show dents, or develops a patina. With George 
actually, every time you move it, you don’t really 
need to worry if  you chip a bit off  , because it’s 
only going to get better, you know?  Potentially in 
100 years’ time, there might not be a lot left of  it!

TG: So, the second part of  the question was, how 
does the creation of  ‘a product’ in inverted commas, 
affect your process in terms of  these two languages 
and how they informed each other. How do you 
go back and create a product that is commercially 
viable or, or commercially interesting?

GN: Well, I guess you take on board the successes 
and the failings of  the object, to help inform the 
next one.  And the best bits of  whatever I’ve been 
making, you know, you take forward, and the, and 
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the bits that you think haven’t worked either 
visually or practically, you know, in terms of  making, 
your craftsmanship, you improve, or steer clear 
of  it next time you make something, or design 
something.  I’ve always hated repeating an aesthetic.

It’s a reinterpretation of  traditional making 
with traditional craftsmanship, and the, you know, 
relationship of  digital manufacture and how that 
can inform a hand-led process.  It’s about traditional 
skills and digital manufacture and the conflation 
between the two.  

TG: And that kind of  leads me on to my third 
question.  How then do you, or, do you or how 
do you rupture your own design narrative in 
order to avoid being pigeonholed?

GN: Well, but I’ve always done that. That’s 
what I’m, I, you know, I don’t have any problem 
with doing something completely different.  

TG: Is that something that you’re conscious of ?

GN: I think it can be quite detrimental, because 
you take a massive gamble, or a big risk, and, 
suddenly you’ve got to, not necessarily educate 
a new audience, but you know, it takes a while 
for the audience to, to kind of, cotton on, and 
understand where you’re coming from in relation 
to certain objects.  And, you know, I made Anne 
but it wasn’t until twelve months, fifteen months 

later that it really picked up momentum. 
And so when you rupture your design language 
and suddenly you think, oh I’m going to do 
something new, it’s very hard to, you know, judge 
it on its first outings.  Because people a) are looking 
at what you’ve done in the past, and comparing 
it to that, and b) not necessarily looking at the 
object and understanding the why, the ways in, 
or the questions that I was asking within that object.  

TG: Mhm.  

GN: Because there’s a, a natural desire to 
compare to the last.

TG: Do you find that people are quite monosyllabic 
in that questioning?  They’re not, they’re not looking 
at the overall design language?  

GN: I think that’s the nature of  the viewer. Also, 
it becomes more of  a gamble as you become a bit 
older I suppose, or, you’re taking new risks.  I think  
it’s a thing that craftspeople often fall foul of, is that, 
you know, they stick to one thing, and do it over 
and over again, and that doesn’t help move craft 
on in some ways.  

TG: What are you hoping to convey with those 
mixtures of  mediums and processes, what is 
the space in between, or the, the result of  mixing 
the traditional with the contemporary and the 
mechanical and the digital?  
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GN: Well, it was always meant to be a direct 
comparison, kind of  like, well actually, look at 
the beauty of  the past and aren’t we, you know, 
missing a trick here?  There was a time I think around 
the turn of  the Millennium when furniture was very 
dull in its aesthetic, and, certainly manufacturing 
was and still is, in relation to cost. Obviously digital 
technology is opening up the opportunity for much 
more decoration, pattern, embellishment again.  
And I think that Anne was obviously trying to 
mediate between an early period in design history 
and, and actually the square, quite brutalistic and 
dull object.  But I guess that’s now become more 
of  an archaeological look at craftsmanship and 
what tricks we might have missed or how we 
can re-appropriate that in new forms and inform 
the language of  design for tomorrow through 
the processes of  the past.  

TG: But, how did you select, in using the historical 
references, what decisions do you make in terms 
of, choosing the period that you’re reflecting, what 
brought you to Anne and not, and not Chippendale 
or seventeenth-century French or...?

GN: Well, I guess because Anne was English,
and, and I am an English designer, [laughs] it fitted 
quite well.  It was fairly simple in terms of  its form.  
I think that’s what’s so pretty about those pieces 
of  furniture in that early period in design, and 
in terms of  the Queen Anne period, it was prior 
to when everything got embellished. There was 

a sort of  purity of  form there.  

TG: And does the historical research, inform 
your other works as well, or is it just that series?
 
GN: My latest work involves historical references 
in form of  stringing lines. It hasn’t attracted as much 
interest, but again I think it is relevant with regard 
to the language of  a process that’s been lost, and 
an industry that’s in complete decline. There’s only 
one manufacturer of  these things left in the UK.

TG: Right.

GN: And, you know, those objects speak very 
much about the manufacturing base and supporting 
this one company, and using, and reinterpreting 
that process, or giving it a new language.  

TG: Yeah, for me there’s an element at which you 
seem to almost create a distance between yourself  
and the final pieces because of  the way that you 
are using them as a language. You’re not sculpting 
a piece of  alabaster with, you know, a hammer 
and chisel; you’re stepping back and appropriating 
languages in order to make a final product. In the 
way that you take two separate languages, and, as 
you said, it’s that conflation, it’s the point in between 
that interests you and the point where they meet.  

GN: I’ve always sort of, in a way rebelled 
against that.  You know, I don’t like objects 
that are informed solely by one or two levels.  
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You know, there are only so many sets of  moves 
that you can make with a mortise and tenon 
dovetail, and if   your language of  design 
is constructed around that set formula of  moves, 
then are you going to fall foul of  a similar aesthetic 
and not necessarily push things in a new direction, 
or new territory?  I mean they might have been 
humble and beautiful objects, don’t get me wrong, 
and they may outlast many things I make, but...  
I’m personally into, you know, poking a finger in 
that space in between, and wiggling it around to 
see what develops.  

TG: Do you think that you, you’re, you’re affected 
by working with the digital processes?

GN: No. I’d say they’re a choice that’s related to 
design, and they’re just another tool in the palette, 
just another bit of  my toolbox.  I’m not married 
to a CNC router...

TG: No.  

GN:...with a saw blade on it.  

TG: How are you informed by the digital processes?

GN: What I’m more interested in trying to 
achieve from machines is, is making them do 
things they don’t want to do.  You know, they’re 
so mathematically based, that I’m more interested 
in trying to use it to confuse it, and I guess, if  it’s 

informed me about anything, it’s informed me that, 
it’s the discrepancies where real beauty lies, and 
accuracy is not necessarily the key to beauty and 
longevity and emotional connection in an object.  

TG: That’s very well put.  [laughs]  That’s a nice 
answer.  

End.

Gareth Neal’s work is realised through the clever 
juxtaposition of old and new forms and techniques. 
Anne and George, the works described in above 
conversation, reflect a pivotal moment in the 
direction of Neal’s work. He started to explore 
the potential for 3D software, whilst also returning 
to making objects in wood, rather than combinations 
of materials. Neal is keen to create statement 
pieces of crafted work that acknowledge narratives 
about the making process itself, alongside 
re-interpretations of traditional forms and 
aesthetics. 

Located in East London, Neal’s furniture design 
practice was established in 2002. A graduate of 
Buckinghamshire University in 1996, his work 
has received critical acclaim and has featured 
in numerous publications and exhibitions, 
both in the UK and internationally. 


