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Buying sustainably-sourced furnishings no longer means sacrificing aesthetics

e are infatuated with luxury. In its January 2014 report, “Shock of the New Chic: Dealing with New Complexity in the Business
of Luxury”, the Boston Consulting Group (BCG) estimated that consumers spent a total of more than $1.8tn worldwide on high-

end goods in 2012, and predicted that subsequent annual growth at 7 per cent a year would outpace GDP. But the way we define
luxury, and what it constitutes, has shifted markedly in the last few years.

London’s Victoria and Albert Museum is examining the changing nature of high-end tastes in an
exhibition entitled What is Luxury?, opening on April 25. “Luxury is sometimes talked about as if it is only all about expensive
objects,” says co-curator Jana Scholze. “But [as a society] we are in a period of discussion around what constitutes luxury, and the
definition now includes more intangible elements such as time and experiences.”

The BCG agrees. It says that the spending habits of consumers across the world are undergoing “a powerful and enduring change”,
with traditional markers such as opulence and status in “full retreat”, replaced by a greater focus on authenticity, craftsmanship and
sustainability.

“Today’s consumers [choose luxury products] for different reasons than in the past. They are becoming less attracted to brands as
status symbols and more interested in emotional or functional benefits,” says the consultancy.

In part, this is due to the growing impact of younger consumers. Carly Nance is co-founder of US ethical homewares brand The
Citizenry, which launched in August 2014. Its range is produced in collaboration with artisan workshops in developing nations. Its first
collections, which feature ethically sourced products from Peru, Argentina and Uganda, include pieces such as leather butterfly chairs,
alpaca blankets and horn tumblers. On its website, a section titled “Social Impact” details its efforts to support fair wages, happy
working environments and investment in local entrepreneurs: “We invest 10 per cent of our proceeds directly back into artisan
communities.”

“We started the company because we noticed a shift in values and a move towards more sustainable and ethical products,” says Nance.
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The Bombo Basket, $115, thecitizenry.com

Kvadrat’s Revive textiles, £104 per metre,
kvadrat.dk/collection

“Our biggest audience are affluent millennials, aged 25 to 35. They’ve already influenced other categories such as farm-to-table in
food, and are only now starting to invest in home decor. Values around sustainability and ethics wouldn’t have been evident in the
luxury segment 10 years ago, but I think they will become more prominent as this generation ages.”

Premium brands agree. Italian glass mosaic company Bisazza has incorporated recycled glass in its range, as has homewares brand
LSA.

London retailer Harrods launched an eco-friendly collection called Ekocycle, in collaboration with Coca-Cola and the rapper Will.i.am,
in early March. Made from sustainable materials but targeting the affluent customer, it includes suitcases by Globetrotter made in part
from recycled plastic bottles, and chairs by Emeco, also made from recycled plastic bottles.

“Historically, recycled pieces haven’t been beautiful, but we are at a different point today,”
says Annalise Fard, director of Home at Harrods. “Technology enables us to create a
product that has the look and feel of any luxurious product. It doesn’t have to be a choice
between luxury and sustainability, the two can go hand-in-hand.”

In December, the interiors gallery 19 Greek Street hosted an exhibition, L’appartement du
Progres, exploring sustainability and luxury in the home. The show included pieces such
as a cabinet made from recycled newspapers by Dutch collective Vij5, fabric vases
designed by Noam Dover and Michal Cederbaum and created by an Israeli social
enterprise, and a coffee table of recycled books by Dutch designer Richard Hutten.

The gallery’s founder, Marc Péridis, agrees with Fard that sustainable pieces no longer
imply a hair-shirt look. “This is a market that is mainly driven by aesthetics, but the point
of the exhibition is that you don’t need to sacrifice it for sustainability. There are lots of
options out there that incorporate both,” he says.

The demand for sustainability in luxury goes beyond furnishings. Will Bax is director at property group Grosvenor London. He says
sustainability is becoming more important to customers of its homes in Mayfair and Belgravia. “It’s definitely moved up the agenda
over the last two or three years,” he says.

According to Bax, Grosvenor London is investing £50m over the next 10 years in sustainability and its portfolio includes a number of
highly energy-efficient passive homes. “These homes let really well and for a premium,” says Bax. “There’s a sense that customers are
doing something different, but it’s also about well-being. Luxury consumers are demanding in terms of well-being and . . . passive
homes have filtered air so the air quality is better, and they are also quieter and draft-free. And there’s no compromise on quality of the
interior.”

Interior design group Oliver Burns also works on residential projects and is committed to
sustainability. Co-founder Joe Burns agrees maintaining quality is vital. “We use
sustainable resources when we can but we make sure they still deliver an original and
luxurious feel,” he says. The company uses materials including bamboo-silk carpets, made
from eco-friendly bamboo that resembles silk but is more sustainable; capiz shell, a
renewable resource that resembles mother of pearl; and salmon-skin leather, from which
it makes cushions. “Salmon skin is a byproduct of fisheries and is usually thrown away but
it makes a distinctive leather,” says Burns. “It’s a sustainable resource but it’s also unique
and luxurious.”

Furniture designers are also exploring more environmentally-friendly materials.
Craftsman Sebastian Cox works with hardwoods such as coppiced hazel to create the
Hewn stool and the Crown candelabra. Spanish designer Martín Azúa has produced
objects using sustainable materials and ethical production, including his Magma rug,
made from esparto grass by craftswomen in Murcia.

London-based Studiomama was founded in 2000 and co-founder Nina Tolstrup says the group has always worked to a sustainable
agenda. One collection, “Re-Imagined”, saw the group upcycle discarded office chairs by painting them in bright colours and
reupholstering them in vivid fabrics.

“Today, people are much more committed to sustainability. And at least in this market, where buyers are not price-focused, narrative,
storytelling, artisanship and authorship are all very important. People want stories, they want authenticity, it’s not just about a big
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price tag any more,” says Tolstrup.

In a sense, luxury has always been about sustainability. Most brands started as small family businesses, operated by artisans and
craftspeople who earned a global reputation. Their products, designed to last a lifetime, were sustainable by their very nature. The
difference today is that this is no longer a secondary element of luxury — it’s rapidly becoming one of the sector’s most marketable
attractions.
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