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MATERIAL GIRL 
Christien Meindertsma is living in a material world

Dutch designer Christien Meindertsma is 
something of a sleuth. ‘I work like a journalist,’
explains the Rotterdam-based designer who has
become well known for projects that record the
traceability of a specific material, often over a
number of years. As a student, Christien 
created the book Checked Baggage (2004) which
exhaustively categorised and recorded a week’s
worth of confiscated objects at Amsterdam’s
Schiphol Airport in the aftermath of 9/11’s
heightened security. A year later, One Sheep
Cardigan (2005) resulted in a series of sweaters
each knitted from the wool of a single sheep and

issued with a passport of information about the
animal. PIG 05049 (2007) followed; a book 
project this time following the vast range of
products harvested from a single pig, from
ammunition to heart valves, porcelain and 
conditioner.  While PIG 05049 garnered Christien
accolades and numerous design awards, she
reflects that the approach ‘did not make a change
that you can touch.’

Christien describes her education at the Design
Academy in Eindhoven where she graduated in
2003, as a lesson in ‘making and thinking at the

same time.’ While the institution is known for its
conceptual agenda that became synonymous
with Dutch design in the noughties, her time as a
student fortuitously coincided with a course led
by Hella Jongerius, who instead encouraged
extended material studies. Now Christien is
clear on her purpose as a designer: ‘I think it’s
important to make products as a designer, not to
make art pieces,’ she says. ‘Because making a
product, in a way, makes the circle round. You can
really say something about the place, the people,
the origin. But you can also make it work because
people will actually buy it and use it.’ 
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Her approach may sound conventional, but 
the projects Christien takes on are often far
from typical. 49 Prairie Plants, for example, is a
book of 49 pages of subtle colour, each page
made from a different prairie plant found in the
Nachusa Grasslands in the Midwest of the
United States. Christien’s Pigeon Service is now a 
permanent installation of 200 cloth pigeons 
in Museum Texture, a Belgian museum about 
flax housed in what was formerly the Linen
Thread Company and home, during the First
World War, to espionage carrier pigeons. 
Closer to home in 2012, with an invitation 

from the Museum Rotterdam and visual arts 
studio Wandschappen, Christien worked on a
project about local resident and knitter Loes
Veenstra. Beginning in 1955, Loes had handknit
over 500 sweaters, keeping the entire collection
stored in her home. ‘The sweaters were 
never worn, which I thought was a tragedy,’ 
says Christien, who spent time categorising each
one and photographing the collection with 
film-maker Roel van Tour and photographer
Mathijs Labadie. A street festival was then held
with participants wearing the sweaters, to 
celebrate Loes’s prolific knitting.

More recently, the designer has focused on flax –
a project which began unassumingly in 2009
when she was unable to find a flax ropemaker in
the Netherlands. Today, 90% of Europe’s flax 
crop is exported to China for processing. But
when the flax farmer she was following received
an offer to sell his crop to China, she decided
instead to buy the entire 10,000 kilograms
herself. She admits to some regret that she 
did not in fact buy half the crop, allowing her 
to follow the other half to China through 
the film and photo documentation that has 
become a hallmark of her work. Arriving 4T
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in Belgium with her flax crop, she anticipated 
working with Belgian yarn companies to process
the flax into linen for which the country is famed.
But her attempts to work in Belgium taught her
what initial inquires had not: Belgian linen 
production now takes place in Hungary. ‘When
you interview people,’ she explains, ‘you just get
answers. But when you are working with 
production, things become clear.’ Nonetheless,
Christien is far from unrealistic when it comes to
these changes, acknowledging that she could not
imagine how European flax farming would 
survive today without Chinese buyers. 

‘I work with long research processes, but the
material is something I believe in,’ she says. Her
current project, Flax Chair, made in cooperation
with natural fibre specialist Enkev for the 
company Label/Breed, fits this ambition closely.
Made of wool, flax and bio-plastic fibres, the
chair’s shape is heat-pressed in a mould. ‘It is the
first real thing I have managed to combine,’ she
explains with evident satisfaction in seeing the
efforts of her research go into production. 
But Christien is also quick to see the irony of 
the project. ‘Who wants to design a chair 
anymore!?’ she laughs. ‘Sometimes as a student

my work was not seen as design but as research
for design. But it is more rewarding to do 
something that is real rather than a fiction.’

Exposing the fiction of others’ design processes
is in fact a skill of Christien’s sleuthing. Her
installation for the recent exhibition Fear and
Love: Reactions to a Complex World at the Design
Museum in London titled Fibre Market gathered
colour-sorted piles of fibre from sweaters 
donated to charity shops. Alongside this, a wall of
clothing labels confirmed the purported fibre
content of the garment along with a sample and
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analysis of the actual fibre content. Beware if 
you think that black cashmere sweater you are
buying is indeed what the label says it is.

For the Flax Chair project, Christien describes
her experience of taking a design idea from 
concept to production as something ‘I want to
prove I can do once.’ She cites frustration that
earlier publishing projects such as her Pig book
did not result in a process she could follow into
the future. And now that she is the mother of
two young children, time is a more pressing 
concern for Christien than ever before. But the

scale of her one-person company is intentional. ‘I
like being horizontal,’ she explains of her 
collaborative approach. While research teams
often contribute to larger-scale design offices,
Christien explains that experiments in expanding
her studio have taught her that the scale of one
suits her best. ‘I am constantly looking for things,
and I don’t always exactly know what it is. I want
to live it, not manage it.’

Can we dare to hope that greater transparency
will become the norm of the future of materials?
Christien is realistically doubtful of this, warning

that cost is not only an inescapable challenge, but
that change cannot be one-sided. ‘It is not only
the producer who is responsible for change,’ she
explains, ‘consumers do not want to pay more.’
But I doubt that these frustrations will dissuade
her from the distinct approach she has honed in
the past decade and a half; one of unearthing the
stories behind the materials used in the design
industry worldwide. Perhaps the key for a 
different future lies in this astute, transparent
approach. ‘It would be nice if our products
became better,’ Christien says, ‘when the stories
behind them get better.’ ••• Jessica Hemmings C
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