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Pushpin, Design by Kenyon Yeh for Esaila    
Agglomerated cork
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While the twentieth century was the century of invention and 
explosion, the twenty-first is the century of moderation and 
reinvention. After a century of endless discoveries in all fields of 
knowledge, we have come to the point where we must mature 
what we know by confronting and deepen all its implications that 
are reflected in our daily lives. Thanks to the Internet information 
travels the World at the speed of light and is devoured by the 
Human Kind also at a dizzying speed. The knowledge is global and 
is within the reach of anyone by just a few clicks away, thanks 
to a technological capability that has generally improved and 
has become more democratic and therefore easy to reach. That 
became especially evident in the Design World. It is increasingly 
easy to access and aggregate relevant, useful and ethically correct 
information for the construction of rich Design objects, both 
aesthetically and functionally speaking.

The world of the twenty-first century lives in a climate of caution 
mainly in the field of climate change. About 97% of scientists believe 
that our planet is undergoing a series of potentially irreversible 
climate changes. The cause of these changes is mainly in two fields, 
the consumption of raw fossil materials, in the Industry in general,  
including Transportation, and the Animal farming industry. In this 
book we are interested in specifically address the case of fossil fuels, 
where there is the transformation of petroleum into consumables 
that we use in our daily routine, like gasoline and the plastic industry, 
being this last one very related to the specific sphere of Design.

Now the great paradigm of this type of consumption of fossil 
resources is that they are not renewable and therefore not 
sustainable.

/ REHABILITATE THE PAST

4



Toronto Stool, Design by Daniela Seminara with Intenta for Made in Barcelona  
Agglomerated cork 5



As such, in recent years summits have been held all over the world 
where rulers of all countries discuss the best solutions to  deal with 
this serious crisis that may endanger Life on Earth as we know it. If 
we Human Beings don´t slow down our habits of destructing Nature 
in favor of our comfort and luxuries, we will have a very uncertain 
road ahead.

Therefore, the need to find solutions forced Designers, Scientists 
and Researchers around the world to look for other materials that 
are not harmful to our planet, and preferably to be sustainable, for 
the creation of all kinds of utilities for our daily life. In the field of 
Design is not an easy task, because the twentieth century has become 
accustomed to the immensely practical Plastic. However, slowly 
and timidly, a number of ecological alternatives have emerged and 
have been given at least an impetus to new creative approaches.

It is in this context that we have this fantastic raw material called 
Cork.

6



Cork Oak Forest in Alentejo, Portugal 7



/ IT´S A NEW WORLD 

Times change, mindsets change. Nowadays, good design has begun 
to be categorized, not only by its functional and aesthetic sense, 
but also by its ecological one, and which, by the way, is also closely 
related to its functional meaning, since if an object consists of toxic 
and unsustainable materials, will not work on the large global stage 
of our planet’s sustainability. This change of perspective on the 
creation of Design, has launched numerous possibilities of choice 
of materials that were already known but which never had their 
due recognition, and other materials that emerged from the results 
of exploratory scientific investigations, began to be used.

Cork is 100% natural, comes from the bark of the Cork Oak tree 
and every 9 years it is extracted through a natural process that 
does not damage the Tree. 

Since always this raw material has been related to the production of 
corks used in wine bottles. The idea of   using cork to seal the bottles 
is, without great certainty, invented by Benedictine monk Dom 
Pérignon when he created the Champagne wine. Then from there 
it became the most used sealant in wine bottles worldwide, always 
associated with the special symbolism that it is to open a bottle 
with a good company. Since then cork has become synonymous with 
stopper, period. Using the expression of the writer and marketing 
researcher Laura Ries when she talks about the expression “visual 
hammer”, cork entered the minds of people in the role of a stopper 
and stayed there like that. This use of cork has relegated it to a 
plane where it is perceived as being a poor material because it is 
associated with the act of waste. One person opens a bottle and 
throws the cork away. Still cork has been reinventing and positioning 
itself in the market with all the justice by the noble and unique 
characteristics that it possesses. 8



Luno, Container, Design by Martin Jacobsen
Agglomerated cork + Glass
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The cork industry, whose vanguard is in Portugal (this country 
transforms more cork than all the other countries in the world 
together) is specialized in this market area. However, at the end 
of the twentieth century, the cork trade began to have a huge 
break worldwide due to the appearance of other synthetic plastics 
and aluminum seals, which are not sustainable. This break was 
due to a contamination that sometimes appeared in the stoppers, 
denominated by TCA. Nevertheless the technology developed 
allowed to combat this problem, and so at the beginning of this 
millennium cork sales started to rise again, which is good news for 
the sustainability of the Planet.

It was during this crisis the industry began to turn to other sectors 
besides the stopper trying to find new ways and, ultimately, to 
reinvent itself. It was by this time more and more molded objects 
began to emerge from agglomerated cork. This agglomerate is 
a product resulting from the agglutination of small particles of 
cork from the waste, especially the production of stoppers, and 
become the perfect formula to boost cork to new markets through 
its practical process of molding.

The cork industry is a fantastic industry in terms of sustainability 
because it takes advantage of all the remnants, creating bridges 
among other raw materials, such as agglomerate cork with natural 
rubber, where it mixes the waste of these two industries in a 
single material rich in elasticity and durability, and which from the 
aesthetic point of view easily snatches.
It is therefore from the agglomerated cork that a lot of products for 
decoration, kitchen utensils, tableware, furniture, toys and even 
fashion articles begin to appear. At the same time, cork began to 
be increasingly used for both interior and exterior coatings. 
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Extracting cork from a Cork Oak Tree in Alentejo, Portugal 9



CNC machine working on a block of agglomerated cork for a project 
of Alzira Peixoto and Carlos Mendonça
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Designer Lucia Bruni working with cork for her project “Handy”

21



Hot Pot, Design by May Kukula
Agglomerated cork 
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Nuspa, Banheira Design by Alzira Peixoto + Carlos Mendonça for Granorte 
Agglomerated cork
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Designer Oki Sato ( Nendo ) at the presentation of the Materia collection in Milan 36


