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GREEN

)' THIRTY STORIES ABOVE the pavement in Shanghai, China,
‘ construction workers clamber around the bamboo scaffolding
I that clings to the glazing of new skyscrapers. At first glance,

too delicate to support their weight. But bamboo, which has

p their position seems precarious, and thhaie, slender stalks far

been used for scaffolding i ears, actually has a

- ! tensile strength greater than that of

In recent years, American designers have Befrun to appreciate the
somewhat astounding technical and aesthetic capabilities of this
giant prehistoric grass. It began with bamboo flooring, which
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GREEN

offered a less expensive, equally beautiful, and more environmental-

Iy sensitive alternative to tropical and temperate hardwoods. But

orrers bamboo’s contemporary uses have expanded to include engineered

|- i P bamboo furniture, modern housewares, and even fabrics—products

Hrect Denciis 10 e : that, in terms of design, are a far cry from the retro tiki bar sensibil-

e ity of conventional bamboo furnishings. Back in the 1940s when the

- R designer Paul Frankl was bending multiple bamboo bands for chairs,

taminated soll and f-'.;'_:;'*_.:ii 7N sofas. and tables, he couldn’t have imagined the material would
evolve like ths.

“Bamboo is sort of a poster child for the environmental build-
ing movement,” says New York-based architect and furniture
designer Michael McDonough, co-founder of the experi-
mental Bamboo Research Initiative at the Rhode Island
School of Design. “It has enormous benefits as a plant.
Even a genetically engineered lumber tree can take twen-
ty vears to come to maturity. Bamboo takes three years.”
Growing bamboo also offers direct benefits to the envi-
ronment. says McDonough: It absorbs more carbon (a
major source of global warming) than any other deciduous
plant, cleans contaminated soil, and stabilizes eroding top-
soil after floods and volcanoes.

All of which would be beside the point if bamboo were not also
capable of assuming the beautiful. durable forms that make it

ABOVE: Bambu's sturdy all-occasion veneerware trays increasingly attractive to designers. “Because bamboo is springy.

and plates are made of 100% organically grown

bamboe that is peeled directly from the stalk.

Availoble from www.bambuheme.com. PHOTO: MATTHEW MILLMAN
. -

Bamboo flooring, paneling, and veneer by 3t

Smith & Fong-Plyboo (www.plyboo.com).

Installation by Cheng Design-Berkeley, California.
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