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Left 
Lucy McRae, in Amsterdam, where she lives. 

Right, from top 
Lucy McRae's collaborations with Bart Hess, 

using everyday materials including pantyhose, 
cardboard, washing-up liquid and grass seeds 

(modelled by McRae and Hess). 
Right, bottom 

The Philips Design "Bubelle" dress, one of the 
projects McRae worked on for the 

electronics giant. 

From Dingley to the world ... 
Lucy McRae is making a name for herself 
as a designer with a wild imagination, 
writes. Peter Barrett. 
Lucy McRae has designed a dress that 

"blushes" in tune with the wearer's emotions, 

electronic tattoos you can turn on and off, 

and a suit made of grass, which employed 

10 kilograms of sawdust. 20 pairs of 

pantyhose, enough grass seed for a decent 

sized lawn and one children's blow-up 

swimming pool. It took eight days to grow but 

the effect is remarkable: the wearer looks like 

a cross between the Incredible Hulk and a 

very hairy (and green) sumo wrestler. 

Part artist, part industrial designer and 

part performer, at the age of 30 McRae 

has already had a unique career. From 

the relatively straightforward architecture 

and interior design scene in London she 

has veered into a fascinating, futuristic 

world which has included working for the 

Netherlands-based electronics firm Philips 

in its Design Probes program. Employed 

there as a "body architect" she dreamed 

up products that might appear 15 to 20 

years in the future. 

McRae has appeared on the cover of 

influential design magazine Frame, made 

Time magazine's list of best inventions for 

2007 (with those emotion-sensing dresses) 

and exhibited at the influential Milan furniture 

fair (a blanket with two head holes, for 

couples). She's making some interestin·g 

connections, too: US rapper and producer 

Kayne West mentioned her on his blog, 

and last year she met acclaimed American 

architect Frank Gehry at a workshop in Los 

Angeles, where McRae was showcasing 

a range of jewellery designs that could 

change appearance depending on cues 

from the wearer's body. "I wore this iridescent 

yellow dress, just to have some fun. (Gehry) 

walked in and saw this yellow glow and 

pointed, 'And who's that?' I shuffled over 

and shook his hand and then I showed him 

the electronic sensing jewellery ... he's like, 

'I want to make jewellery with you."' 

McRae grew up in Dingley Village, 

in Melbourne's south-east. She went to 

Caulfield Grammar and poured her energy 

into physical pursuits, studying ballet from the 

age of four, and later competing in athletics 

at State level, training with Olympian Tamsyn 

Lewis. Yet at 18 she gave up ballet and 

hurdles to study interior design at RMIT. Why? 

"I grew up making dried flower arrangements 

at home and I also used to move my room 

around a lot," she says. "I liked making things 

and making things look nice." 

After completing her Honours year McRae 

moved to London, where she spent four 

years designing bookstores, toy shops and 

children's pla9grounds. She also taught . 

at the University of'London's architecture • 

department and collaborated with fashion 

designer Di Mainstone. A turning point came 

when she was shortlisted for a role on a 

television reality show on Britain's Channel 

Four, to be hosted by Richard Branson. Her 

business partner dropped out for personal 

reasons, and while furiously networking 

for a replacement she came across Clive 

van Heerden, a designer who worked for 

Philips in a role specialising in "wearable 

technology" - looking for ways to incorporate 

electronics into garments and jewellery. 

McRae's ideas, including how clothes could 

be "choreographed" to move with the body, 

impressed. "I remember sitting on this small 

Eames chair and Clive said to me, ·we really 

like your work and we'd like to collaborate'. 

At that point, I fell off my chair." 

She spent the next four years with the 

Philips Design Probes team, whose brief was 

to examine future uses for technology likely 

to yield new business for the company. Her 

work mainly focused on sensing technology 

(including tattoos implanted under the skin 

that turn on and off or change appearance 

with touch) and the "Bubbelle" blushing 

dress, which used sensors to change colour 

depending on the wearer's mood. 

Among all the science fiction, Philips 

was hoping to strike on ideas with practical 

applications, like "My Heart", a wearable 

sensor that, among other things, keeps 

track of heart rate and respiration in post

stroke patients; and jewellery for seniors that 

monitors blood oxygen levels. 

It was at Philips that McRae met Bart 

Hess, who became a friend and collaborator. 

As a bit of Friday afternoon fun they began 

photographing each other holding pieces 

of office stationery in front of their faces. 

Interested in ways they could alter their 

silhouettes, they embarked on a curious 

collection of projects, including the grass 

suit, experiments with coloured foam, and 

crazy beards made of blue felt balls. McRae 

and Hess, a Dutch artist, have since gone 

their separate ways and after four years 

with Philips, McRae has gone out on her 

own. She shares a studio in the heart of 

Amsterdam's red light district with three other 

women designers. "Every time we walk out 

the gate people think we're prostitutes," she 

says. She returns to Melbourne annually to 

visit her parents, Wendy and Tony. 

It's difficult to guess where McRae's 

career will take her next. Much of her current 

work is performance-based - she recently 

appeared at the Venice Biennale wearing 

elaborate paper dresses - and her dance 

experience is becoming more important. 

, With her technology-based research, she 

also has a foot in commercial design. 

"I lead parallel lives," she says. "I'm just doing 

what I want to do." (m) 
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