




158-1 Detail of the RCP2 (1992-96) chair by Jane Atfield.

plastics such as shampoo and detergent bottles 
into sheet construction materials. I got in touch 
with them and was so excited by their approach. 
They were connecting new materials with a wider 
societal context, namely the problems of plastic 
waste, and using waste as a resource. I saw 
the potential for making furniture and everyday 
objects from it, and they shipped over some 
sheets for me to explore with. 

Do you remember having a specific concern 
with throwaway culture and plastic waste 
in particular? 

When I'd lived by the sea in Pembrokeshire as a 
child in the 1970s, I had seen plastic pollution on 
the beaches. Growing up in a family that had left 
the city for a rural, "alternative" lifestyle, I had not 
been seduced by consumer culture. Instead, there 
was an emphasis on experiences over posses-
sions. Later at college, I remember hearing about 
the plastic-bottle tax in New York, which was 
introduced to combat rising waste levels in the 
1970s, only to be defeated by industry lobbying 
and the US Supreme Court. I realized then that 
waste and plastics were political. Also, I had 
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read Rachel Carson's Silent Spring, with her 
devastating account of the ways humans were 
destroying the environment. 

What was the reaction at the time from fellow 
students and teachers at the RCA? 

My fellow students, especially the fine art and 
textile students whom I spent time with, were 
encouraging and curious. However, eco-design 
was marginalized at the time and often seen as 
an eccentricity or a leftover from the hippy move-
ment. I loved being at the RCA, but the teaching 
staff had quite entrenched ideas of how things 
should be done. It was suggested that the work 
I made from recycled plastic be left out of my 
end-of-year show in 1992. 

But you continued pursuing it ... 

Stumbling on the recycled plastic was a really 
exciting opportunity and effectively led to a 
decade-long research project that I felt totally 
committed to. I fell in love with everything the 
material represented! 
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