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My first impression on stepping into the . ..xyz HQ 
was  t he conspicuous  lack  of gum-chewing,  iPod  
wear ing, Converse c lad X & Y generat ion des ign 
types. I didn't  spot  one Apple Mac and there was  
no evidence of the sleek and sexy Ober-designs ...xyz 
have become known for in design circles. But then I 
not ice Roelf Mulder  quiet ly copying down notes off  
a whiteboard – scribbles that look like higher grade 
maths to me – yet judging by the manner in which he 
is furiously making short work of it  all,  it  makes 
perfect sense to him. And that 's when it hits me – 
Roelf and his partners Richard Perez and Byron 
Qually are design pragmat ists first,  glory-seekers 
second. In a world where product designers are 
elevated to cult  status (well, in Europe and the 
States anyway), these three are having none (OK,  
maybe they'd like a l it tle) of it.  Anti the 
'per formance' aspect of design, the boys at ...xyz are 
serious when it comes to designing products that fulf il  
a funct ion, though making them look good makes 
them happy too. 

Back in the day when Roelf had just finished his studies 
in industrial design, there was practically nowhere in 
South Afr ica for  him to work in  the product design 
fie ld. So he d id the next  best thing – he started his 
own company. After landing the contract  to design 
the F reeplay  W ind-Up Radio in  SA,  he set  about  
int roducing the wor ld  to the company 's own brand 
of good look ing funct ional  des ign. Fr om its  ear ly 
days  as a reinvented 't oy'  t o a  sexy  see-through 
must-have, Roelf was right there behind it. 

 

 

1994  sa w h im meet  u p wi th  32-ye ar-o ld  By ron  
Qually, now the des ign director  o f t he company,  
which they eventual ly formed in  2000. W ork both 
here and abroad had left  Qually with a burning de-
sire to prove that groundbreaking design could be 
produced at  the southern t ip o f Africa,  and he and 
the third .. .xyz musketeer 35-year-old Richard Perez 
brought a formidable sense of energy and expertise 
to the tr iumvirate. Between the three of them, they 
have an alphabet o f quali ficat ions and the mutual  
admirat ion that  they have for each other's different 
qualities is readily apparent. 

So what is it these guys do? In layman's terms their 
main premise is to make the everyday object extra-
ordinary in its simplicity and functionality. "We're not 
interested in being b igger  than our products – we 
want  to create items with staying power, " explains  
Qually. Ever thought of the people behind the petrol 
pump stands  at  your  loca l garage? . . . xyz ar e the 
team behind the Shell forecourt petrol stands which 
are the result of hours of discussion and to-ing and 
fro-ing with the teams who fill cars – finding out their 
exact demands from their work environment. The re-
sult  is a streamlined exercise in functionality that has 
made local indust ry sit  up and take notice. Unlike 
many other similar international concerns that tend 
to focus on one arena, ...xyz describe themselves as 
'general specialists '– nothing is too big or too small 
for them to tackle – from design-tast ic braai tongs 
with a bu i lt  in l ight to state-of-the-art cellphones  
(that  won one of t he many SAGS Design Inst it ute 
awards) , highly advanced medical equipment and 
even three-second condom applicators (now part o f 
the New York Museum of Modern Art 's permanent  
collection). They've done it and will do it all. 
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.. .xyz dist inguish themselves by having a rather admirable devo-
t ion to nurturing design – each is involved in tert iary inst it ut ion 
projects and mentoring, and they are equally impassioned about 
their Design for Development projects – working to simplify eve-
ryday challenges in the South African arena. "South Africa is a 
nat ion of good ideas and we are passionate about creat ing de-
sign awareness and helping to grow the designers of the future," 
says Roelf. Designing beautiful things that can be used on a daily 
basis is high on the list  of every industrial designer's wishlist,  but 
seeing it  through to fruition is often a lit tle seen reality and where 
...xyz have succeeded is that they are prolific in so many different 
spheres. "We look to design products that can make a difference 
in the South African context," says Roelf.  Whether it 's a foolproof 
condom applicator, state-of-the-art vehicle tracking devices, de-
vices to simplify infant eye test ing or working on rural t ransport 
systems, they are constantly pushing their boundaries in a quest 
to simplify the end users' existence right here at home. 

Much has been said about the threat  o f As ian manufactur ing 
undercutt ing local industry and fighting this is one of ...xyz's most 
important challenges. Explaining to clients that a product is only 
100% South Afr ican if it  is also manufactured here is an uphill 
batt le and they are valiant warriors in having their init ial designs 
seen through to manufacture stage on these shores. "Interna-
t ional clients comment all the t ime about the quality of the work-
manship of our products – i f more designers pushed our loca l 
manufactur ing industry, they could help grow it ,"  says Qual ly. 
W ith these kinds of firebrands dr iving design in SA, it  may simply 
be a mat ter of t ime before a new g lobal  design revolut ion may 
emanate from these shores. 

 

...xyz design - Cape Town - www.dddxyz.com 

http://www.dddxyz.com

