
The Architecture Story unveils Celestial Nest for London Design Festival 2022:
An immersive installation tracing the multigenerational journey of Indian craft

The Celestial Nest installation in Islington Square © The Architecture Story

From 17-25 September 2022, Islington Square will be transformed by an ancient Indian technique of
mirror making as part of London Design Festival 2022. For the event’s 20th anniversary, Indian design
studio The Architecture Story (TAS) has created a structure that physically realises the concept of lineage
within craftsmanship. Responding to the Islington Design District theme of ‘Journey’, TAS has created an
experience that conveys this in a simultaneously contemporary and historic interpretation.

Located in Islington Square, Celestial Nest will be constructed from a custom-designed modular
framework; from this, a cluster of suspended mirrors will form an interconnected, ethereal passage
through the space. Each mirror will be linked by the frame’s thin stems, creating a network of reflections
that change focus depending on where the visitor looks. To cast this effect, the surface of each mirror is
hand polished to varying degrees, producing a different level of shine on every plane. An ambient
soundscape will accompany the installation, bringing an additional dimension to the piece and energy to
the courtyard.



The Celestial Nest concept is rooted in the studio’s interest in the Southern Indian process of Aranmula
Kannadi: an historic technique traditional to a small town in Kerala, India, where the Thikkinampallil family
of artisans produce first-surface mirrors by hand. Aranmula Kannadi derives from a distinct ancestral
knowledge, which is what distinguishes it as such a valued and protected craft.

The unique nature of these mirrors stems from their materiality; the installation comprises aluminium, pine
wood, black paint, natural wax, red oxide and a secret alloy (a combination of copper and tin), the recipe
for which has been passed down for generations and is protected by the Intellectual Property Law of
India, as it holds Geographical Indication.

Unlike glass mirrors, the Aranmula Kannadi process creates a reflective surface by meticulously
hand-polishing a specific metal composition using a paste. The duration of time it takes to polish the metal
ultimately determines the desired level of shine – a small surface can take several days.

The Aranmula Kannadi mirrors and their process © Hunar Daga

Celestial Nest is the third expression of an ongoing craft-based research project currently being
undertaken by TAS. This piece of work, that studio’s co-founders describe as “design storytelling”,
analyses the different narratives of Indian craft within our surrounding cultural framework. Through its
research, TAS studies a distinct regional technique - its context, place, gender politics, cuisine and culture
- and then the studio interprets its learnings through an architectural lens. The Celestial Nest structure
that suspends the mirrors draws its inspiration from sacred geometry. Each component has been custom
designed and produced, from the brackets to the stems, to create an immersive experience for the viewer.

The first manifestation of this piece of research was presented at Dutch Design Week 2020 with a piece
of furniture inspired by the tectonics of the Indian percussion instrument, Mridangam. In 2021, TAS
collaborated with the Jamakkalam weavers of Bhavani on a project to explore the ‘architecture of weave’
with a series of rugs and textiles.

At the heart of this project lies TAS’s commitment to collaboration. In order to appropriately honour the
cultural memory of this craft within a modern context, the studio has dedicated much time to visiting the



region, fostering an evolving conversation with the Thikkinampallil family of artisans and understanding
the legacy of this skill. The ‘journey’ that TAS has embarked upon with the craftspeople allows the studio
to appreciate the sensitivity of the work, for example, the mirror’s association with magic, or the tradition
of presenting this object as a marriage gift or housewarming present. Through its creative expertise,
TAS’s intention is to uncover the connection between ancient craftsmanship and contemporary design.

The Aranmula Kannadi mirrors and their process © Hunar Daga

“Drawing on the wealth of local expertise, we collaborated with craftspeople to learn about the traditional
technique of Aranmula Kannadi and to understand the heritage of this process. By highlighting the
importance of tradition in this craft, we invite the viewer to create a connection between the
environmental, social and creative perceptions of sustainability”, comments TAS co-founder Deepak
Jawahar

“Through this installation, the studio’s intention is to create a heightened perception of the artwork’s
immediate environment using geometric composition, distinct materiality and architectural construction”,
adds TAS co-founder Justine De Penning.

Kerala, India, where the Aranmula Kannadi technique was developed © Hunar Daga



After its debut at London Design Festival 2022, Celestial Nest will be showcased at an upcoming
exhibition in India in December 2022.
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Quitterie Vallet: quitterie@sameerahanif.com
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About The Architecture Story
Based out of India, The Architecture Story is a design studio founded with the aim to lead cultural
transformations in the built environment. We work across the mediums of architecture, spatial design and
product design.
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