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A Manmade 
Material
With poo having stolen 
the limelight at this year’s 
Salone del Mobile in Milan,  
it’s time to investigate the 
design potential of this most 
taboo of human wastes.

WORDS Catharine Rossi

Illustration by Sunjoo Lee, 
a Food Non Food student at 
Design Academy Eindhoven.
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	 at	 Shit	 is	 a	 definition	 of	 the	 human	
condition.	You	eat,	you	shit,	you	eat,	you	shit,	and	then	you	die.

So	goes	the	rationale	for	Eat	Shit,	the	first	exhibition	of	Design	Academy	Eindhoven’s	new	Food	
Non	Food	department.1	It	debuted	at	Milan’s	Salone	Internazionale	del	Mobile	in	April	this	year	
and	was	co-curated	by	the	school’s	creative	director	Thomas	Widdershoven	and	Marije	Vogelzang,	
the	 self-described	 eating	 designer	 who	 leads	 the	 department.	 It	 was	 an	 apt	 title.	 Eat	 Shit	
positioned	faeces	and	food	in	a	continuous	cycle	of	production,	consumption	and	distribution,	 
a	global	politics	in	which	we	are	all	complicit.

Even	 in	 the	 sprawling	 spectacle	 of	 an	 annual	 design	 festival	 in	 which	 poo	 was	 a	 surprising	
protagonist,	Eat	Shit	grabbed	attention.	Students	embraced	poo’s	provocative	power,	exhibiting	
designs	 that	 included	 intestine-shaped	 bread,	 mummified	 faeces,	 and	 a	 test	 to	 examine	 the	
number	of	particles	of	shit	on	your	smartphone.	Lining	the	walls	was	a	timeline	of	more	than	400	
food	and	faeces	projects	created	by	Eindhoven	students	from	1976	to	now,	gleaned	from	a	digital	
archive	 created	by	 alumnus	 Jason	Page.	Other	 recent	 graduate	work	was	 also	 on	 show:	Arne	
Hendrik’s	Pigeon	Poo	Tower	(2013),	which	harvests	guano	for	city	farming;	Holy	Crap	by	Pim	van	
Baaren	 (2015),	 a	 proposal	 for	 rubbish	 separation	 in	 Kathmandu,	 one	 of	 many	 cities	 whose	
inadequate	waste-collection	system	causes	disease	and	environmental	damage;	and	Manon	van	
Hoeckel’s	 In	 Limbo	 Embassy	 (2014),	 a	 diplomatic	 shelter	 for	 refugees,	 included	 here	 for	 
the	degraded	status	of	both	shit	and	the	state-less.	In	the	often	predictable	Salone,	it	wasn’t	just	
the	subject	matter	of	Eat	Shit	that	stood	out,	but	its	social	and	political	orientation	that	amplified	
the	shallowness	of	much	of	Milan’s	commercial	agenda.

This	 was	 not	 the	 only	 example	 of	 scatology	 on	 display.	 Pomo	 Galerie	 hosted	 Shit	 Show,	 
an	installation	that	saw	its	walls	and	ceilings	plastered	in	demethanised	cow	manure,	with	piles	
of	mattone	di	merda	(brick	of	shit)	given	away	to	visitors.	Like	 the	Eindhoven	show,	 this	was	
a	window	into	a	 larger	project.	Shit	Show	featured	work	by	architect	Luca	Cipelletti2	and	was	
curated	 in	association	with	PIN-UP	magazine,	Pomo	Galerie	and	 the	Museo	della	Merda	 (The	
Museum	of	Shit),	which	opened	in	the	nearby	region	of	Piacenza	in	May.

Cipelletti	 designed	 the	Museo	 della	Merda	 together	with	 curator	 Gaspare	 Luigi	Marcone	 and	
gallerist	Massimo	Valsecchi.	It	occupies	the	ground	floor	of	a	late	medieval	castle	in	the	grounds	
of	Castelbosco,	a	dairy	farm	owned	by	Gianantonio	Locatelli,	whose	2,500	cows	produce	enough	
milk	to	make	more	than	130	wheels	of	Grana	Padano	cheese	each	day.	The	farm	and	museum	>	

E
1 The Food Non Food 
BA department at Design 
Academy Eindhoven 
looks at food production 
and culture from a design 
perspective. It also 
considers consumption, 
industrialisation, and 
animal welfare, as well  
as the psychological 
impact of food. 

2 Luca Cipelletti (b.1973) 
founded his Milan-based 
practice AR.CH.IT in 
2000. The practice 
works across urbanism, 
architecture, artistic 
direction and 
exhibition design.

Violacein-producing E. coli 
genetically engineered by 
the University of Cambridge 
2009 iGEM team as part  
of E. chromi, a joint project 
with designers Alexandra 
Daisy Ginsberg and 
James King. 
PHOTO James King
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>	 also	 showcase	 the	 wonders	 of	 the	 100,000kg	 of	 shit	 that	 the	 herd	 produces	 each	 day.	 
Art	installations	and	informative	displays	detail	the	material’s	historical	and	contemporary	uses	 
in	dung-plastered	rooms.	Exposed	piping	carries	heat	generated	by	methane	gas	extracted	from	
cow	manure,	while	old	iMacs	and	iPads	are	used	for	displays	as	part	of	the	museum’s	broader	
ethos	of	reuse.	This	sustainable	interest	is	one	of	the	reasons	for	the	museum’s	establishment.	
“Shit	 has	 always	 been	 considered	 as	waste,	 a	 taboo,”	 says	 Cipelletti,	who	 developed	 the	 idea	 
for	the	museum	with	Locatelli.	“Yet	today	it	represents	an	extraordinary	response	to	environmental	
issues,	an	option	alongside	new	renewable	and	sustainable-energy	sources.	We	consider	it	a	very	
precious	resource.	This	is	why	we	put	it	on	a	pedestal,	museumifying	it	as	if	it	were	a	treasure	 
to	discover	and	be	valued.”

So	 convinced	 is	 Cipelletti	 of	 shit’s	 value	 that	 he	 is	 now	working	with	 the	museum	 on	 a	 line	 
of	products	that	will	launch	soon.	He	finds	it	“extraordinary”	that	younger	designers	have	also	
become	interested	in	this	undervalued	material,	and	declares	the	co-existence	of	Eat	Shit	and	Shit	
Show	a	 “very	 happy	 coincidence”.	 The	 timing	may	 seem	 fortuitous,	 but	 how	 to	 explain	 other	
expressions	of	the	theme	at	the	Salone?	Speakers	in	Eat	Shit’s	talk	programme	included	Alexandra	
Daisy	Ginsberg,	who	collaborated	with	fellow	critical	designer	James	King	on	E.	chromi	(2009),	
a	project	that	involved	using	coloured	plastic	poo	to	debate	the	future	of	synthetic	biology.	Down	
the	road	from	Eindhoven’s	exhibition	was	The	Animal	Party,3	a	show	by	Geneva’s	HEAD	school	
that	examined	human	and	animal	relations.	It	included	Océane	Izard’s	Poo	Poo	Power,	a	device	 
to	convert	dog	excrement	into	electrical	energy.	There	is	no	coincidence	in	this	mutual	interest	 
in	muck.	Rather,	it	represents	a	generation	of	designers	willing	to	get	their	hands	(and	minds)	
dirty	as	they	seek	to	tackle	societal,	environmental	and	political	issues.

Poo	 is	one	 such	problem.	On	average,	we	each	produce	around	20	 to	150g	of	 faeces	per	day.	
For	 all	 the	 modern	 innovations	 in	 sanitation,	 we	 still	 don’t	 know	 what	 to	 do	 with	 this	
universal	human	product,	with	90	per	cent	of	untreated	sewage	in	the	developing	world	ending	
up	in	lakes,	rivers	and	oceans.	Going	by	the	latest	World	Health	Organization	figures,	1.8	billion	
people	 rely	 on	 drinking	water	 contaminated	with	 faeces,	 causing	more	 than	 500,000	 deaths	
each	year.

No	wonder	 sanitation	 is	 a	 key	 component	of	humanitarian	design	projects.	Those	putting	up	 
the	money	 in	 recent	years	 include	 the	Bill	&	Melinda	Gates	Foundation.4	 In	2011	 it	 launched	
the	 Reinvent	 the	 Toilet	 challenge	 and	 it	 is	 currently	 sponsoring	 the	 Omni	 Processor,	
a	redesigned	sewage	treatment	plant	being	built	by	American	firm	Janicki	Bioenergy.5	The	plant	
is	being	piloted	 in	Dakar,	 Senegal,	where	 it	promises	 to	 transform	organic	waste	 into	potable	
water	and	electricity.

Poo’s	got	potential.	Excrement	is	an	excellent	source	of	natural	fertiliser,	which	is	much	needed	
to	 counter	 depleting	 stocks	 of	 phosphate,	 a	 substance	 vital	 for	 the	 artificial	 fertilisers	 that	
intensive	 farming	 systems	 currently	 rely	on.6	This	 is	what	Hendriks’	Pigeon	Poo	Tower	 seeks	 
to	 address,	 as	 does	 Bobby	 Peterson’s	 Pigeon	 Tower	 (2013),	 a	 project	 which	 similarly	 offers	 
a	home	for	feral	pigeons	and	a	means	for	harvesting	fertiliser	as	part	of	a	larger	interest	in	urban	
agriculture.	The	possibilities	of	pigeon	shit	are	also	the	focus	of	Tuur	Van	Balen’s	Pigeon	d’Or	
(2011),	which	speculates	on	how	synthetic	biology	could	be	used	to	engineer	pigeons	to	defecate	
soap,	and	so	help	clean	urban	environments.

As	part	of	his	project,	Van	Balen	designed	devices	to	direct	this	detergent	onto	car	windscreens	
and	 feed	the	pigeons	 from	windows.	As	such,	Pigeon	d’Or	suggests	 that	designing	with	shit	>	

Opposite: Plinio il 
Vecchio, Naturalis 
Historia, Book XXVIII, 
an installation curated 
by the Museum  
of Shit, 2014.
Below: Luca 
Cipelletti’s Shit Show 
at Pomo Galerie  
in Milan featured  
a space plastered  
in demethanised 
cow manure. 
PHOTOS Henrik 
Blomqvist

3 The Animal Party was 
curated by Alexandra 
Midal and brought 
together students from 
various departments  
at HEAD, the Geneva 
School of Art and Design. 
The exhibition looked  
at how animals fit into 
society alongside human 
beings, with projects 
including miniature  
pet homes, fashion 
accessories, and 
machines that turn  
animal bi-products  
into commodities. 

4 Launched in 2000,  
the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation supports 
projects devoted to 
education, healthcare, 
poverty and other issues 
around the world.

5 The Janicki Bioenergy 
Omni Processor gained 
funding from the Bill 
& Melinda Gates 
Foundation in 2013.  
It was originally intended 
to turn sewage into 
electricity, with a water- 
treatment system added 
to make the project 
economically viable.  
The Model S100 
processor, used in the 
Dakar pilot, can produce 
10,800 litres of water 
a day.

6 The Soil Association 
estimates that we will 
reach “peak phosphate” 
– maximum possible 
production of phosphorus 
– by 2033. This will 
significantly increase 
the cost of phosphate 
fertiliser and threaten 
food security. 

The trend represents 
a generation of designers 
willing to get their hands 
(and minds) dirty.
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>	could	also	lead	to	the	redesign	of	human	and	animal	behaviours	and	relations,	a	shift	that	has	
inspired	 other	 shit-based	 critical	 designers.	 One	 of	 the	 earliest	 of	 these	 projects	 was	 Dunne	 
and	Raby’s	Is	this	your	Future?	display	at	London’s	Science	Museum	in	2004,	which	considered	
the	implications	of	non-electricity-based	energy	sources.	Inspired	by	traditions	around	the	use	 
of	human	poo	as	fertiliser	in	rural	China,	the	designs	included	a	compartmentalised	Poo	Lunch	
Box.	One	half	holds	lunch,	the	other	awaits	your	personal	deposit	to	return	home	for	domestic	
use.	 Also	 in	 the	 series	was	 a	 redesigned	 toilet	 that	would	 ensure	 that	 this	 valuable	 resource	
wasn’t	simply	flushed	away.	More	recently,	Dunne	and	Raby	explored	the	broader	implications	 
of	 biofuels.	 The	 fictional	 communities	 in	 the	 studio’s	 United	 Micro	 Kingdoms	 (2012/2013)	
included	the	Bioliberals,	whose	citizens	self-produced	energy.

As	 projects	 like	 United	 Micro	 Kingdoms7	 indicate,	 shit	 is	 also	 energy.	 This	 is	 what	 happens	 
on	Locatelli’s	 farm,	where	a	biogas	generator	has	been	 turning	methane	 into	electricity	 since	
2008.	It	was	a	possibility	explored	in	the	Microbial	Home	(2011),	a	concept	by	designers	Jack	
Mama,	Clive	van	Heerden,	Peter	Gal	and	Cedric	Bernard	for	Philips’s	Design	Probes	programme.8 
This	 house-as-ecosystem	 includes	 a	 kitchen	 counter	 with	 integrated	 methane	 bio-digester	 
to	collect	domestic	organic	waste	and	convert	it	into	methane	to	power	the	hob,	and	to	provide	
lighting	and	hot	water.	 In	addition,	 the	Microbial	Home’s	 filtering	squatting	toilet	uses	a	 flush	
mechanism		based	on	a	technique	using	just	one	litre	of	water,	as	opposed	to	the	usual	nine.9

Shit	also	has	potential	as	a	sustainable	material.	Sardinian	designers	Formafantasma	used	insect	
excrement,	or	shellac,	for	their	natural	polymer	Botanica	vessels	(2011).	Both	French	designer	
Manuel	Jouvin	and	Dutch	designer	Lieske	Schreuder	have	embraced	snail	shit,	enticing	molluscs	

to	eat	coloured	paper	to	produce	packaging	(2009)	and	tiles	(2013)	respectively.	The	small	scale	
and	labour-intensive	production	inhibits	wider	application,	although	this	isn’t	just	because	the	
material	is	shit.	Scaling	up	production	is	an	issue	for	today’s	designers	more	generally	as	they	
explore	the	alternative	production	models	of	local,	manual	making	and	material	experimentation.

Of	course,	using	shit	is	nothing	new.	For	centuries	manure	has	been	a	material	for	construction	
and	decoration,	and	a	fuel.	In	the	19th	century	guano	was	the	engine	of	Peru’s	economy,	an	export	
product	 that	 has	 undergone	 a	 revival	 in	 recent	 years	 owing	 to	 the	 rising	 prices	 of	 synthetic	
fertilisers	and	increasing	demand	for	organic	alternatives,	although	a	decreased	bird	population	
means	it	remains	a	limited	resource.	This	is	aside	from	shit’s	historical	usages	as	jewellery,	snuff	
and	even	medicine.10	There	are	also	examples	of	designers	realising	its	potential.	In	1971	Victor	
Papanek	 proposed	 a	 design	 for	 a	 transistor	 radio	 that	 could	 run	 on	 cow	dung11	 and	 in	 1989	
American	 designer	 William	 Stumpf	 conceived	 the	 Metabolic	 House,12	 which	 anticipates	 the	
Microbial	Home	in	its	re-imagination	of	the	home	as	a	biological	organism.	“Our	bodies	do	a	good	
job	of	taking	in	oxygen,	food,	and	water,	getting	nutrition,	and	dispelling	waste,”	Stumpf	argued.	
“Our	houses	don’t	do	that	very	well.	They	should	have	a	digestive	system	just	like	we	do.”

Yet	the	examples	included	here	are	notable	for	being	exceptions.	Mainstream	design	has	stayed	
away	 from	 this	 material.	 Most	 interventions	 in	 sanitation	 are	 exercises	 in	 styling	 or	 else	
humanitarian	projects	aimed	at	developing	–	as	opposed	to	so-called	“developed”	–	countries.

Shit’s	absence	in	design	is	symptomatic	of	our	flush-and-forget	
culture.	 The	 modern	 flushing	 toilet	 first	 appeared	 in	 16th-
century	 Britain	 –	 although	 its	 origins	 go	 back	 at	 least	 four	
thousand	years	–13	 and	 the	 invention	was	central	 to	Britain’s	
subsequent	 industrialisation.	 In	 the	 19th	 century,	 amidst	
outbreaks	 of	 diseases	 such	 as	 cholera	 and	 typhoid,	 and	 the	
advent	 of	 germ	 theory	 that	 connected	 cleanliness	with	 their	
prevention,	 the	 government	 oversaw	 the	 implementation	
of	 sewage	 systems	 and	 other	 infrastructure	 necessary	 
for	 a	 modern,	 industrial	 society.	 By	 the	 early-20th	 century	
Britain	 and	 North	 America	 were	 world	 leaders	 in	 built-in	
bathrooms	and	kitchens	 that	were	celebrated	as	 the	epitome	 
of	modern	architectural	space.

In	the	21st	century	however,	the	flushing	toilet	symbolises	the	
ills	 of	 industrial	 society.	 It	 is	 a	 resource-heavy	pollutant	 that	
entrenches	the	inequalities	of	global	capitalism.	Our	treatment	
of	 human	 waste	 is	 emblematic	 of	 consumerism’s	 wasteful	
ideology.	 This	 is	 how	 Ellen	 Lupton	 and	 J.	 Abbott	 Miller	
interpret	the	design	culture	of	the	early-20th-century	US.	The	
endorsement	 of	 planned	 obsolescence	 encouraged	 waste	 
and	the	clay-moulded,	organic	forms	of	streamlining	expressed	
an	“excretory	aesthetic”.14	Today,	a	cult	of	clean,	shiny	porcelain	
prohibits	 understanding	 of	 the	 pernicious	 reality	 of	western	
sanitation	 systems,	 just	 as	 the	 opaque	 casing	 of	 domestic	
appliances	 denies	 any	 durable	 relationship	 with	 those	
commodities.	Discarded	biological	and	 industrial	excreta	end	
up	in	sewage	or	landfill,	their	potential	for	recycling	and	reuse	
unrecognised.	If	we	want	to	clean	up	our	environment,	perhaps	
we	need	to	encourage	a	dirty	design	aesthetic.	>

7 The United Micro 
Kingdoms (2013)  
was commissioned  
by London’s Design 
Museum. It presented 
four fictional futures  
for the United Kingdom 
and explored the ethical 
and social implications  
of various technologies.

8 Dutch technology giant 
Philips founded its Design 
Probes programme  
to conduct “far future” 
research into technology. 
The programme has also 
focused on food, habitats 
and fashion. 

9 The technique was 
developed by India’s 
Sulabh International 
Social Service 
Organisation, founded  
in 1970 as a non-profit 
voluntary social body. 
Its activities include 
promoting human rights, 
environmental sanitation 
and waste management.

10 Faecal transplants,  
for instance, have been 
used as a treatment  
for stomach superbugs 
when antibiotics are not 
effective. Liquid faeces 
are pumped into the 
stomach, where microbes 
in the faeces restore 
bacterial balance and  
kill the bug.

11 The project was featured 
in Victor Papanek’s book 
Design for the Real 
World: Human Ecology 
and Social Change, first 
published in 1971.

12 William Stumpf 
(1936-2006) was 
primarily a furniture 
designer, working 
extensively with Herman 
Miller to produce 
ergonomic office chairs, 
such as the Ergon and 
the Aeron. His Metabolic 
House was unveiled  
in The New York Times.

13 Flush toilets from 
around 2000 BCE have 
been reported in China 
and South Asia, as well 
as in Minoan palaces and 
homes on Crete. These 
systems were wooden 
seats over covered drains, 
which were flushed using 
water from buckets. 
More primitive toilets 
have existed since 
neolithic times.

14 Ellen Lupton (b.1963) 
and J. Abbott Miller 
(b.1962) are US designers 
and writers. Their writing 
on this topic may be 
found in their book The 
Bathroom, the Kitchen 
and the Aesthetics  
of Waste: A Process  
of Elimination (1992).

The E. chromi Scatalog 
by Alexandra Daisy 
Ginsberg  and James 
King, produced in 
conjunction with the 
University of Cambridge 
2009 iGEM team.  
PHOTO Åsa Johannesson
Below: The Digesting 
Stories bread intestine  
by Merle Bergers, Yildau 
ter Beek, Mathilde 
Nakken, Alexandra 
Genis, Food Non Food 
students at Design 
Academy Eindhoven.

Océane Izard’s Poo 
Poo Power converts 
dog excrement into 
electrical power.  
PHOTO Océane Izard
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>	Shit	does,	however,	 face	a	hurdle	before	 it	 can	enter	design’s	 rarefied	world.	 It	disgusts	us.	
Excrement	–	along	with	materials	 like	menstrual	blood,	 sweat	and	mucus	–	comes	out	of	our	
body.	These	materials	 occupy	a	 condition	of	what	Mary	Douglas	 identified	 as	 a	 threateningly	
ambiguous	marginality,	or	what	Julia	Kristeva	described	as	the	abject	horror	of	the	liminal.15 Shit 
reminds	us	of	our	body’s	vulnerability,	of	what	lies	outside	of	us	and	beyond	our	control.	While	
such	 associations	 make	 shit	 ideal	 for	 sensation-seeking	 artists	 from	 Piero	 Manzoni	 to	 Paul	
McCarthy,16	design	doesn’t	deal	well	with	taboo.

This	 is	what	Greta	Hauer	and	Delphine	Rumo	found	 in	Live	with	Them,	developed	for	Vienna	
Design	Week	in	2011.	At	the	time,	the	city	was	struggling	with	a	surge	of	wildlife	on	its	streets,	
while	bees	and	bats	were	dying	out	because	of	pollution	levels.	 In	response,	Hauer	and	Rumo	
designed	several	objects	to	help	Vienna’s	animal	and	human	inhabitants	co-exist,	increasing	their	
awareness	 of	 each	 other	 and	 providing	 shelters	 for	 both	 to	 use.	 This	 included	 the	 bat	 dung-
covered	Scent	Stool,	designed	as	a	marker	for	bats	and	made	using	dung	harvested	by	a	local	bat	
conservationist.	“It	was	a	bit	of	a	nightmare	to	work	with,”	confesses	Hauer.	The	material	was	too	
brittle	to	stand	on	its	own,	so	they	used	an	MDF	frame	and	mixed	the	guano	with	resin	to	preserve	
the	 smell.	 In	 the	 end,	 however,	 the	 designers	 were	 pleased.	 “I	 think	 it	 obviously	 generated	 
a	 debate	 and	 questions,”	 says	 Hauer,	 “a	 combination	 of	 humour	 and	 disgust”	 –	 possibly	 
an	interesting	reflection	of	our	relationship	with	nature	today.

The	reactions	that	shit	provokes	is	perhaps	where	its	potential	lies.	This	facet	certainly	informed	
the	 material’s	 use	 in	 Ginsberg	 and	 King’s	 E.	 chromi	 project.	 In	 2009	 they	 were	 invited	 
to	 collaborate	with	 Cambridge	 students	working	 towards	 the	 annual	 iGEM	 synthetic	 biology	
competition17	 and,	with	 the	 students,	 considered	 implications	 for	experiments	 in	engineering	
E.		coli.	This	included	programming	bacteria	to	change	colour	in	reaction	to	particular	diseases,	
altering	the	colour	of	the	sufferer’s	poo	and	so	transforming	shit	into	a	diagnostic	tool.

The	students	won	iGEM’s	Grand	Prize	that	year.	Ginsberg	and	King	attended	the	conference	too,	
carrying	The	Scatalog,	an	aluminium	briefcase	of	brightly	coloured	plastic	poo	to	illustrate	their	
ideas	 to	 an	 industry	 unused	 to	 thinking	 about	 the	materiality	 of	 their	 research.	While	 some	
“scientists	 wouldn’t	 look	 inside,	 disgusted,	 others	 burst	 out	 laughing,”	 says	 Ginsberg.	 It	 was,	
however,	unexpectedly	prescient.	E.	chromi	was	an	experimental	speculation	on	how	synthetic	
biology	might	lead	to	questionable	bodily	surveillance,	but	this	idea	has	now	become	an	aim	that	
some	scientists	work	towards.	The	development	recalls	other	instances	where	critical	design’s	
dystopian	imaginings	are	strangely	and	sometimes	unsettlingly	translated	into	desirable	futures.

The	E.	chromi	project	has	meant	that	Ginsberg	has	“spent	a	lot	of	time	talking	about	poo	over	the	
last	few	years”.	While	the	designer	isn’t	sure	if	she	would	work	with	it	again,	she	is	full	of	praise	
for	Eat	Shit	and	the	willingness	to	embrace	the	material	amongst	today’s	design	students	that	 
it	represented.	Some	reservations	are	understandable,	and	yet	so	 is	the	students’	enthusiasm.	
Like	any	other	material,	shit	has	its	problems	and	many	of	these	express	issues	that	design	faces	
more	generally,	as	it	confronts	real-world	issues	and	transgresses	the	conventions	and	boundaries	
of	the	profession	in	doing	so.	But	shit	isn’t	like	any	other	material.	It	is	powerful,	plentiful	and	
ripe	 for	 exploration	 as	 a	 key	 material	 in	 a	 sustainable,	 social-design	 culture.	 In	 the	 future	 
we	won’t	see	shit	as	waste	at	all,	but	a	valuable	material	worth	more	than	its	weight	in	gold.	•
Catharine Rossi is senior lecturer in design history at Kingston University, London. She recently published 
Crafting Design in Italy: From Post-war to Postmodernism. Manchester University Press, 2015.

15 British anthropologist 
and social theorist Mary 
Douglas (1921-2007)  
first published Purity  
and Danger: An Analysis 
of Concepts of Pollution 
and Taboo in 1966.  
Bulgarian-French 
philosopher, 
psychoanalyst and 
feminist Julia Kristeva 
(b.1941) published Powers 
of Horror: An Essay  
on Abjection in 1980.

16 Manzoni and McCarthy 
are just two artists who 
engage with shit in 
contemporary art. Other 
examples include Chris 
Ofili and Martin Creed.

17 The iGEM (International 
Genetically Engineered 
Machine) Foundation  
was established in 2003  
at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology.  
It is dedicated to the 
support and advancement 
of synthetic biology.
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The reactions that shit 
provokes is perhaps  
where its potential lies.

The Microbial Home 
by Clive van Heerden, 
Jack Mama, Peter Gal 
and Cedric Bernard  
features an integrated 
methane bio-digester  
and a filtering squat toilet.  
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