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AIMING HIGH IN BILBAO

Think of Bilbao and the first image that
comes to mind is probably that of Frank
Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum with its
spectacular folds of titanium glinting in

the sunshine.

Here the Guggenheim has been
instrumental in transforming what was a
moribund, post-industrial city into a thriving
cultural destination, but as Gehry himself
pointed out, the museum was actually part
of a comprehensive plan led by the local
government to reinvigorate the city, which now
also has a subway system designed by Norman
Foster and an airport by Santiago Calatrava.

Bilbao has become a symbol in of change,
growth and regeneration, so it was the perfect
setting for Basque Living, a one-day furniture
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fair in June that aims at raising the profile
of furniture designed and produced in the
Basque region.

The idea is that the annual show, which
launched last year in San Sebastian, will move
around the Basque region and will invite
architects, interior designers and specifiers
from a single country each year. Last year it
was France, and this year some 90 delegates
from UK design and architecture practices
made the trip to the Euskalduna Conference
Centre in Bilbao.

Organised by Habic, a company that
represents furniture companies from the
Basque region, the show leaned towards
the contract sector, with companies such as
Biplax, which specialises in office furniture
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and public seating, and Algon, which designs
urban and outdoor furniture — though there
was also plenty for those specialising in
residential interiors.

The events programme also included
a fascinating talk on the transformation
of Bilbao by the city’s deputy mayor.

The response from designers, architects
and specifiers visiting the show was broadly
positive, though many of them pointed out
that the region has its work cut out if it is
to rival Italian and UK-designed furniture.

The main message coming out of the
show, however, was that the Basque region,
like Bilbao itself, likes to aim high.
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