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3ABOUT C

C is a collection of ideas, ultimately representing an ide-
ology of thoughts from students, lecturers—past and 
present—around the space on the fifth floor of Contextual 
Design at the Design Academy Eindhoven. A cohesion of 
topics, thought processes, letters, words, images: an ex-
ploration into the indefinable characteristics of Creativity. 
Displayed alphabetically as the 3rd letter, C is an alterna-
tive to the binary two-way thinking either A or B provide: 
outside the boundaries of political in or out, gender clas-
sification, species of human/non-human, C  is the more 
progressive other. C is adaptive, pronounced in a variety of 
ways relative to its surrounding letters. C is self-reflexive, 
a line curving, growing from one point, around a center 
and back on itself—speculative of circularity, but remain-
ing open, looking towards the future. These are just a few 
perspectives on C. 
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The image on the front cover of C, a commissioned piece 
by designer Kirsten Spruit, represents a floating stone. 
Why a stone? Well, first of all, it is an object that doesn’t 
seem to correspond to an archetype or universal sym-
bol. The writer and sociologist Roger Caillois described 
the stone as “the shore of dreaming.” As a silent entity, 
an ambiguous, amorphous solid, the stone evades easy 
categorization. Instead it is a unifying element of nature, 
which throughout history has been regarded as an import-
ant object of contemplation, and has provoked unchained 
imaginative responses in humans. For Caillois, the stone 
is simultaneously “animate and inanimate, organic and 
inorganic, mineral and vegetal, useful and useless. It is 
the stuff of poetic reverie and cultural symbolism as well 
as a raw material, which marks the geological and techno-
logical stratification of human civilization.” As such, the 
stone—floating in a vast territory—offers a perfect alibi 
to talk about everything that could possibly surround it: 
its context, so to speak.
 The ambiguity of the stone brings us to another im-
portant point. The nature of Contextual Design itself. 
Rather than representing a strict area in design, it stands 
for a certain attitude and curiosity. Though Contextual 
Design’s prime concern is the object—be it a vase, a chair 
or a rock—, the object often functions as a stand-in or 
conversation piece in order to elicit dialogue and draw 
attention to topics that transcend mere materiality and 

EDITORIAL
By Laura Herman 
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technicality: the political, social and economic realities 
that underpin the life of objects. 
 C’s first issue Perspectives after C, doesn’t quite play 
by the rules. There is no overarching theme, nor is there 
a specific order in which to read the contributions. A col-
lective effort, the magazine comprises a wide collection 
of ideas and preoccupations that informs the equally di-
verse practices of the designers who study, teach at, or 
recently graduated from the Master Contextual Design. 
The intention behind C is to facilitate conversation, pro-
duce discourse, and manifest the ever-growing network 
of contextual designers who continue to inspire, criticise 
and support each other. 
 The contributions in Perspectives after C come in a va-
riety of forms including essays, interviews, poems, visual 
essays and narratives. This first issue is used as a springboard 
to explore topics spanning the complicated status of the 
designer—complicit, guilty and self-aware (Colin Keays, 
Gijs de Boer, Rawaad Baaklini)—, the ontology of the thing 
(Noëlle van den Dungen), the perils and possibilities of 
the digital age (Gavin Jones, Niall Keville), identity politics 
and decolonial perspectives (Barbara Visser, Žan Kobal), 
the language, poetics and history of design (Ben Shai van 
der Wal, Pete Fung, Meghan Clarke, Sjeng Scheijen), the 
future of making (François Chambard), the challenges of 
ocular-centrism and, of course, the inevitable questions of 
taste (Ceola Tunstall-Behrens and Etienne Marc)… Finally, 
interviews with alumni designers Alexandre Humbert and 
Jing He and a contribution focusing on the work by Legrand 
Jäger draw attention to contextual designers’ perilous task of 
trying to define their practice, which perhaps proves to be as 
challenging as defining a rock. 

Not far from the Dutch city of Tilburg, there lies a mag-
ical kingdom. Five Million annual visitors flock there, 
to be enchanted by talking mushrooms, and dancing 
animatronic elves. Visitors to this kingdom are trans-
ported between different fantastical realms by steam 
train, encountering fairytale forests, castles, and far-
away lands along the way. They can hurtle deep into 
mine shafts, soar into the sky with eagles, or drift 
through distant lands by boat. Roller coasters tower 
above visitors, while music plays from speakers, con-
cealed in rocks underfoot. Every aspect of the realm is 
curated to serve a specific purpose—to connect a net-
work of various attractions, with the spaces in between 
carefully scripted and choreographed to evoke a nos-
talgic sense of wonder and awe. This place is of course, 
Efteling—one of Europe’s most iconic theme parks, 

LEARNING FROM
EFTELING?

THE COMPLICIT  
DESIGNER, AND 

ATTRACTION-BASED 
URBANISM

By Colin Keays

Laura Herman
nationalism and decolonial perspectives
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which visitors purchase tickets for and travel to from 
all across the land.
 A theme park, by its very nature, is a closed en-
vironment—a curated world of fantasy, providing a 
sense of escapism from what lies outside of its gated 
entrance. Pure private leisure space, isolated from 
any friction associated with the real world. This is of 
course, what one might expect to sign up to when vis-
iting Efteling. The urban environment, on the other 
hand, should tell a different tale. But with the current 
trends to the way many public spaces are being de-
fined, perhaps the theme park is a more appropriate 
lens through which to explore their design. Michael 
Sorkin first addressed this phenomenon in his 1992 
book, Variations on a Theme Park, in which he refers to 
how such an environment “presents its happy, regulat-
ed vision of pleasure.”1 It is therefore worth revisiting 
Sorkin’s analogy today, given that the phenomenon has 
been pushed to increasingly absurd levels.
 Halfway across the world from Efteling, in New 
York, a different kind of attraction has sprouted in the 
depths of lower Manhattan, amidst the $25 billion re-
development of a new commercial district;
 
  Hudson Yards is unlike anything ever built be-

fore—a living, breathing neighborhood that 
champions first-to-New York experiences. Climb 
Vessel (temporarily known as), the interactive 
centerpiece of Hudson Yards. Visit The Shed, a 
new center for art and inspiration. Or take in the 
scene from thrilling new heights on Edge—an out-
door space a thousand feet in the air.2

LEARNING FROM EFTELING?

One would be forgiven for finding the language used in 
this marketing material as being almost indistinguish-
able to that which might characterize an amusement 
park. But like a theme park, such typologies of urban 
space are truly defined by a series of attractions.
 Amid this development, a “unique neighbor-
hood centerpiece” rises 46 meters above the district. 
Designed by Heatherwick Studio, the “Vessel”— 
although colloquially referred to as “The Shawarma” 
 due to its striking resemblance to a rotating log 
of mystery meat—is a hollow, outwardly tapered cop-
per-clad structure, consisting of a network of 154 flights 
of interlocking staircases, its honeycomb-like appear-
ance giving allusions to the vertiginous works of M.C. 
Escher.
 While some might be fooled into seeing this at-
traction as part of a public space, it is in fact far from 
the case, with the closed logic of the amusement park 
being just as prevalent here. Opening in early 2019, vis-
itors must now register for a (free) ticket for an allotted 
time period to visit the Vessel. Although the designer’s 
desire is to create “a meaningful public legacy for New 
York”3, the concept of ticketed entry to public space 
is at best paradoxical. Moreover, to obtain this tick-
et, visitors must sign an online disclaimer giving up 
a number of civil liberties within the space, including 
being subject to random searches of your possessions 
at any point, and excessive surveillance. No signs or 
banners are permitted—therefore indicating a com-
plete depoliticization of the public realm. As Sorkin 
succinctly highlighted, “there are no demonstrations 
in Disneyland”. What he may not have foreseen would 
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be how this right could be waivered simply by clicking 
a mandatory blue tick in a box. Moreover, these terms 
and conditions imposed on visitors include giving the 
developer “irrevocable, unrestricted, worldwide, per-
petual, royalty-free, sublicensable, and transferable 
right” to use any photograph or video which you “cre-
ate, upload, post or send [...] depicting or relating to 
the Vessel”. Ironically, with a structure that appears to 
have been built solely for the purpose of being post-
ed on Instagram, no commercial photos are allowed 
to be taken by a visitor, but the company can use vis-
itors’ personal photographs for commercial use. Like 
the network of staircases which make up the Vessel, 
the structure becomes a perpetual loop of marketing: 
people visit to take pictures of it/ these pictures are in 
turn used to attract more people to take pictures.
 This attraction-based urbanism is indicative 
of wider neoliberal systems which have been shap-
ing cities over the last few decades, turning even our 
public spaces into a realm of economic competition. 
Subsequently, it seems as though developers feel the 
need to fill the public realm with a series of over-
ly-designed amusements and follies not for the sake 
of being functional, so much as to mark a destination. 
The developer therefore exploits the potential of de-
sign to attract attention, and subsequently investment, 
to their spaces. Putting an attraction such as the vessel 
at its heart thus puts the land in competition with other 
public spaces.
 Given such examples, questions must be raised 
over the moral accountability of the designers respon-
sible for allowing the logic of the amusement-park 

to creep into our public spaces. While it is true that 
the spaces are being formed by developers working 
within an urban planning system which allows their 
recklessness, the designer is not blameless or discon-
nected from this system. The architecture and design 
professions do not exist in a bubble, and the same eco-
nomic forces which have allowesd these spaces, have 
also given rise to this elitist and egotistical designer. 
But when a designer is not self-reflective and decon-
structing power constructs involved in every stage of 
their process—from the initial procurement stage to 
the continued maintenance and execution of the proj-
ect, they are complicit in continuing to normalize these 
flawed systems of the market.
 For an architecture or design studio to go against 
this would not be an easy task. Of course for some de-
signers, to stand up against the politics of the project, 
or even to boycott work as a result, would significantly 
limit their options professionally. However, surely a de-
signer with as much clout as Heatherwick, for whom 
new clients are not hard to come by, would be able to 
use their agency and privileged position to challenge 
this? Sadly, it would seem that accepting projects is 
guided more by economics and exposure, and not by 
a moral compass.
 Through creating certain kinds of urban attrac-
tions within such actively exclusive privately owned 
public spaces, a designer is complicit in an example of 
elitism which certainly does not empower the average 
user. Perhaps the Vessel could therefore be read as the 
ultimate empty monument to the complete hubris of 
both the property developer, and the designer.

LEARNING FROM EFTELING?
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There is no shame if cities desire for their public spaces 
to have a sense of magic associated with the theme park. 
We must, however, strive to prevent our public spaces 
from becoming a fantasy realm of only the privileged.

 NOTES
1.  Michael Sorkin, Variations on a Theme Park: The New 

American City and the End of Public Space (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1992)

2.  “Hudson Yards New York”. https://www.hudsonyards 
newyork.com/discover (accessed 12 May, 2019)

3.  “Vessel, New York, 2013”. http://www.heatherwick.com/
project/vessel/. (accessed 12 May, 2019)

Dear members of the committee,

Because I cannot be here today, to meet you and share my 
thoughts in person, unfortunate as it is, I am writing this 
letter to you. At this stage it’s most important to unfold 
the possibilities to portray this heroine from my way of 
working and the meaning we should give to Aletta Jacobs 
and her merits.
 What is so important to me that today I cannot adapt 
my agenda to this great opportunity? What is so import-
ant that I compromise the chance to do what my mother 
and grandmother would be proud to see me doing: de-
fending the position of women? 
 The answer is that I teach master students today, both 
during the day and in the evening. Mentoring is an essen-
tial part of my practice. 
 I think it is necessary to help young women and men 
in higher education acquire the knowledge and insights 
that are needed to sustain oneself in the complicated prac-
tice of being an artist or designer. I hope to be an example 
in my own way, to improve the perception of the social 
role of women, and I do that first of all by being present.
 Just as Aletta Jacobs was an incentive for women to 
take a step that was hardly supported socially, I try to 
make a contribution by passing on my own experiences 
as an artist and as chairman and member of the Academy 
of Arts of the KNAW to future generations of women and 
men. Today’s challenge is not whether women can study, 

MONUMENTAL VOICE: 
ALETTA JACOBS

By Barbara Visser 
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A Monumental Voice: Aletta Jacobs, A sketch commission 
for a sculpture of Aletta Jacobs in public space around the 
Dutch parliament in The Hague. thanks to: Stroom Den 
Haag, Anco de Jonge (model), Anastasija Mass (renderings), 
courtesy Annet Gelink Gallery

MONUMENTAL VOICE

but how our qualities are honored in practice and how 
sustainable our position is in a neoliberal world where 
economic interests are paramount.
 It is great news that a sculpture of Aletta Jacobs at the 
Hofvijver is forthcoming. It is important that Jacobs is 
recognizable, as a person and role-model. I share with you 
the reasoning that only a symbolic or abstract translation 
of Jacobs’ ideas would not suffice to remember this excep-
tional woman. The fact that she singlehandedly fought 
against the norms of the zeitgeist, argues for a representa-
tion of Aletta Jacobs as an individual; a person; a woman.
 How can a monument dedicated to Jacobs not only 
evoke what she achieved in a historical sense, but also 
make it visible and tangible for current and future gener-
ations of women and men? With an image that is at once 
timeless and timely I would like to translate Aletta Jacobs 
and her achievements into the present.
 A portrait of a woman in the twenty first-century 
finds itself obligated to relate in a self-conscious way to 
the stereotypes with which women are portrayed to this 
day. And that is possible, without the statue coming from 
the same mold from which the male representation of 
history is cast in bronze and carved in stone: the recall-
ing and glorifying specific people and historical moments 
through a statue, literally placing the figure on a pedestal, 
comes from a cultural tradition characterized by hierar-
chy and domination and therefore has, in my opinion, a 
rather masculine character. The squares and avenues of 
Europe are full of phallic totems as a reflection of a so-
cial-political era.
 These historical beacons in the public space are an ac-
curate reflection of the era, and are therefore important. 
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But they are also an era that we try to put behind us. 
The question that this assignment also raises is: where are 
we going, and what could be the right form for that?
 I see this assignment as an opportunity to portray 
Aletta Jacobs in all her glory and at the same time redefine 
the way we re-think our heroes in relation to the present 
time. I would like to investigate those possibilities and 
elaborate on them in the form of a sketch assignment.
 The most important portrait that I made of another fe-
male role model is the work Two Projections from 2005 in 
which my grandmother (then 90) and I perform a radio play 
based on interviews I previously did with her. Marie de Vries 
(1916-2012) was, after being a Jewish woman in hiding with 
her children, including my mother, during the war, extreme-
ly combatant: she squatted vacant houses for the first guest 
workers in the Netherlands; was a social worker for socially 
weak families; a foster mother for a young woman adrift and 
was booed in the street because she was walking around in 
pants before it was an accepted item of clothing for women.
 In that photo / video work that I made at the time, her 
image—in contrast to what is central to this assignment—
is nowhere to be seen, and that has a specific reason. The 
modernist interior of her home, that she partly designed 
herself, is central to the way in which she has sublimated 
her feelings and fears, by reducing everything to form: 
when she speaks about the aesthetics (or lack thereof) of 
a chair or cupboard, she is very direct in her joy about the 
beauty, or aversion to ugliness. But where a gripping sub-
ject, such as family members taken away during the war, 
is addressed, she answers unmoved, almost light-hearted-
ly—something that surprised me as a child, which I tried to 
understand through the interviews preceding the work.
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In terms of content, the assignment for a sculpture of 
Aletta Jacobs fits well with my work where—although 
it always looks different depending on the context —the 
themes of identity, representation, authenticity, social 
codes and the game with fact and fiction form the com-
mon thread. With that in mind, I am aware that when 
creating a sculpture in public space, different codes apply 
than for example a work in a museum, and the first step, 
as it were, must be taken by the work itself, towards the 
viewer. This requires a readable form of imagination.
 Because I am used to shaping ideas in a visual lan-
guage that best fits the subject—in this case in the spirit 
of this special woman and from the need for a powerful 
personal portrait—I see myself as a suitable candidate for 
the assignment.
 While with Marie de Vries it had to be about the dis-
tance and the outflanking movement to get closer to the 
person, in Aletta Jacobs I think it would be about a way of 
depicting the woman in a way that is recognizable, but dif-
ferent from we know from art history. How to materialize 
this into a timeless, attractive and sustainable sculpture? 
I am thinking of means such as photography, film, holo-
gram, maybe even sound.
 There is so much beautiful material in the archives, 
even recently discovered moving images. I can show more 
of this and investigate the possibilities and impossibilities 
of a monument in combination with audiovisual mate-
rial—or a translation thereof—at this location. However 
important, the technique is not a goal but the means to 
create a sculpture with great expressiveness.
 To conclude: just as Aletta Jacobs questioned tradi-
tional role patterns and outdated legislation, this sculpture 

MONUMENTAL VOICE
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will leave the traditional depiction of heroism behind, 
without sacrificing beauty or readability. A contemporary 
monument for an important woman as I imagine it depicts 
the power of social equality and connection, and does so 
with attention to its surroundings: the portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs as an indispensable link in our social, cultural and 
political evolution and as a beacon in the fabric of the city. 

 II
Here we arrive at the core of the monument: Jacobs at the 
forefront of a movement which gave a voice to women: 
not just symbolically but also literally, by fighting for the 
right for everyone of adult age to vote, and succeeding. 
 Photography, as the defining medium of the late 19th 
and the 20th century, it is the medium that runs parallel 
with Aletta Jacobs’ life and work, and may even have been 
a factor in the dispersion of her ideas and ideals, and their 
success in evoking change. It is therefore the medium of 
choice to portray Jacobs for the architectonical sculpture 
as I imagine it. 
 The image I’ve chosen is a portrait showing her com-
pletely, from head to toe, surrounded by others: as part of 
a group, not as an island. Being among people instead of 
next to or above them, marks the life and work of Aletta 
Henriette Jacobs.
 The photograph is translated into a coarse grid of 
small and larger holes in a slab of white marble, together 
forming the image, like a blow-up of a printed picture. 
 To reach the image, people can ascend the steps from 
all sides, to end on an inlay of natural stones showing 
a white or red dot in a black surface, reminiscent of the 
analogue voting form. The idea of elevation, of inviting 
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people to share the stage with Jacobs herself and thus 
completing the image is the core of this monument: 
a platform facing the Dutch parliament buildings, from 
which one has a voice to speak, the democratic system 
we are all responsible for.
 Aletta Jacobs cared for the voice of the individual 
to be heard, for the benefit of all. This monument aims 
to embody that idea in a physical way. Every voice counts. 

Sincerely,
Barbara Visser



2726Perspectives after C  

An object is not a thing. Or even more accurate: an object 
is not yet a thing. This a remarkable statement in Martin 
Heidegger’s philosophy that I would like to share and dis-
cuss with you in this article. In everyday conversations 
about design, the words “object” and “thing” are often 
interchanged in our vocabulary. So why did this philos-
opher meditate on this distinction? How did he envision 
this distinction precisely? Can (or does) his thinking 
contribute to how we view what we are designing in our 
practice? But also outside our design practice, does or 
would this theory affect the way in which we value the 
‘things’ we are surrounded by in our everyday lives? In 
this article I would like to unpack the layers of the “thing”; 
in other words to reveal the thing-ness of the thing, by 
means of sharing my interpretation of Heidegger’s phi-
losophy of things. 

THE THING THINGS
(INTERPRETATION OF 

HEIDEGGER’S) ONTOLOGY 
OF THING-NESS

By Noëlle van den Dungen
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Thus, what is a thing? There is some-thing underhand-
edly tempting to assume that this four word question is 
a simple one to answer. And there is a reason for that. 
Although every reader’s context must be unique, it is nev-
er a “thing-less” one. Within those various contexts, we 
are able to name and point out the things that surround 
us. This implies that there is something universal about 
all things, so that we can name the “things” the “things”. 
 But what does that universal character consist of? 
Even if the ubiquity of things feels familiar to us, it doesn’t 
answer the question of what qualifies a thing as a “thing”. 
Not long ago, I witnessed this myself too. In the process 
of writing my graduation thesis discussing the relation 
between humans and things as the result of modernity. 
I could not define the category of things. In Das Ding 
(1949) by Martin Heidegger, however, I encountered an 
attempt characterized by an ability to describe “things” 
in a very abstract, complex and above all poetic way. 
In what follows, I will guide the reader through a few 
passages from this essay linked to some small thought 
experiments, in order to find out what that universal 
thing-ness is, or at least according to Heidegger. 
 Like I said, it is complex. In Poetry, Language, Thought, 
Heidegger writes: “Near to us are what we usually call 
things. But what is a thing?”1 I like this passage. It is the 
very first time the word “thing” appears in Heidegger’s 
essay and simultaneously the moment where the cru-
cial question “what is a thing?” is directly being raised. 
Besides broaching the “thing” as a subject, this passage 
is quite essential in understanding Heidegger’s vision 
on the modern human-thing relation. The keyword 
in (briefly) introducing this vision is the word “near”. 

THE THING THINGS

“Near” in this citation has a double meaning. On the 
one hand we, humans, are very close to understanding 
what a thing is (like I said, we can see; name; point at it). 
On the other, this notion of “nearness”2 reveals the root 
of the problem, that we, as “modern” (Western) humans 
are almost (but never completely) able to understand 
what a thing is. This twofold meaning of “near” presents 
Heidegger’s vision on the modern human-thing relation 
as a phenomenological ontology on the one hand and 
a critique of modernity on the other. In order to start 
rethinking the character of a thing, I will focus, for now, 
on Heidegger’s phenomenological ontology of the thing 
and leave the critique of modernity out.
 Soon it becomes poetic. Since, slightly further in his 
essay, Heidegger gives an interesting semantic analysis 
of the term “thing”. “This manifold-simple gathering 
[this collection of meanings in context] is the jug’s pres-
encing [thingly character]. Our language denotes what 
a gathering is by an ancient word. That word is: thing”3. 
So, in order to contribute to what he means by ‘Ding’ 
he refers to the old-German term ‘Thing’ (yes, the same 
as in English). However, he emphasizes that his “re-
thinking of the thing” this is not just an “etymological 
game”, it’s rather just one semantic factor in this ancient 
German word, namely “gathering”, that speaks to the 
nature of the jug as thing. (N.B.: Heidegger, in this essay, 
contemplates on a jug as an example of “something” that 
becomes a “thing”. It could have been as well a clothes 
pin, a euro coin, a tissue, you name it.).
 This passage continues as follows: “The jug’s pres-
encing [thingly character] is the pure, giving gathering 
of the onefold fourfold into a single time-space [at a 
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specific context], a single stay [for a specific moment].” 
I can imagine that it becomes a little bit sketchy when 
Heidegger starts writing about a “gathering of the onefold 
fourfold”. But it might be interesting for us—”contex-
tual designers” (and others)—to try to understand this 
sentence, because the “onefold fourfold” is Heidegger’s 
poetic definition of a “context”. 
 The onefold (or context) always exists in the fourfold 
elements, which are defined by Heidegger as: the “earth”, 
the “sky/heaven”, the “divinities” and the “mortals”. The 
mutual belonging of the fourfold elements results in this 
onefold (or complete context). Since Heidegger does 
not point out explicitly what those elements could be 
in a presence of a jug, I have to try my best, using my 
own imagination, to conceive this fourfold in the con-
text of “a jug in a tavern”: the divine could be the hidden 
and magical effect of consuming the (alcoholic) drink 
that the jug contains; the mortal could be the destructive 
thought that at any arbitrary moment one could relativ-
ize the magic of the context/fantasy/ecstasy; the earthly 
could be found in the physical qualities of the jug, that 
make it able to contain and transfer as we expect it to 
do; the heavenly could be the perfection in the pres-
ence of the jug in the given context, both aesthetically 
and functionally. 
 Quite ironical, is it, that I read the following passage, 
after writing this attempt to understand the fourfold in 
a random context: “The human will to explain just does 
not reach to the simpleness of the simple onefold of 
worlding [all contexts are worlds in itself]. The united 
four are already strangled in their essential nature when 
we think of them only as separate realities, which are 

THE THING THINGS

to be grounded in and explained by one another.”4 So 
apparently, even in philosophy, it’s sometimes allowed 
to just assume the existence of abstract “onefolds” and 
“fourfolds”, without questioning how.
 What is more important, to take along from this po-
etic presencing of “things”, is to notice that Heidegger 
in his ‘ontology of things’ shifts the emphasis in this 
conceptualization from the noun “thing” to the verb 
“to thing”. A something becomes a “thing” only when 
it “things”. So that we can understand, or nearly under-
stand, his thinking as a thing. “The jug presences as a 
thing. The jug is the jug as a thing. But how does the 
thing presence? The thing things. Thinging gathers. 
Appropriating the fourfold, it gathers the fourfold’s stay, 
its while, into something that stays for a while: into this 
thing, that thing.”5

 Now that we know that a “something” becomes a 
“thing” once it “things”, we can examine in what sense the 
meaning of an “object” takes a different route from the 
meaning of a “thing” in Heidegger’s understanding. Thus, 
to come back to the interchanging of the terms ‘object’ 
and “thing” in our daily language, I would like to take a 
look at how Heidegger “unpacks” (or builds up, depend-
ing on the order) his conceptualization of a thing. 
 Now it is time for the abstract. Any entity, with-
out discrimination, has the potential to be a thing. 
“Inconspicuously compliant is the thing: the jug and the 
bench, the footbridge and the plow. But tree and pond, 
too, brook and hill, are things, each on its own way.”6. 
So what, in this variety of things, qualifies those entities 
as “things”? In the thought experiment that will follow, 
Heidegger (still) contemplates on a jug as an example 
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of “something” that becomes a ‘thing’. In this abstract 
meditation the jug makes important transformations 
from “entity” to “object” to “thing”. Perhaps, it might feel 
odd to take those slow steps (steps that we often already 
unconsciously take) in order to make a jug a thing, but it 
is nevertheless necessary (and interesting, according to 
me) to understand how, for Heidegger, this distinction 
between and “object” and a “thing” comes about. Let’s 
start the small thought experiment. 
 First thought: make a jug present
 Reflection: entity means “something that is there/
present”. The presence of a jug can be mentally or phys-
ically, that doesn’t matter. A jug as entity simply means 
that it somehow exists, so that is has the ability to be 
received by a receiver (in our case a human). The jug 
“entity” is just an entity, for now. 
 Second thought: think or experience this jug entity 
as something that is bordered/limited/finite
 Reflection: once the jug entity is bordered (in the 
broad sense of the word) it can be distinguished from 
other jugs (or other entities). This standing-on-its-own 
characterizes the jug as something that is self-support-
ing, or in other words an independent “something” or 
“entity”. This condition is necessary, but not yet sufficient 
for being/passing for an object. That is why Heidegger 
rather calls the independent jug a potential jug “object”. 
 Third thought: place the independent jug before you.
Reflection: in the original text, Heidegger uses the 
German term “Gegenstand” for “object”. This word clear-
ly explains the missing required condition for becoming 
an object. Gegenstand means “something that stands be-
fore you”, “the non (human) subject”, the “not-I”. So, by 

THE THING THINGS

recognizing the independent jug as being “not-I”, the jug 
becomes a non-subject: an object. 
 Following this logic, Heidegger claims: “However, 
the thingly character of the thing does not consist in its 
being a represented object, nor can it be defined in any 
way in terms of the objectness, the over-againstness, of 
the object.”7 Tempted to equate a thing to an object we 
often misread an “object” for a “thing”, but according to 
Heidegger, an object is not yet a thing. What does the 
object lack, that the thing has? 
 Fourth thought: consider the idea of this jug object
 Reflection: have you found “the” idea behind this jug 
object? This is a trick question, since Heidegger believes 
that a certain “prescribed” idea does not contribute to re-
ceiving an object as a thing. And why? Well, because “the” 
idea behind an object can only be known by its designer. 
Although the complete transfer of ideas into things would 
be possible in an ideal world for the designer, Heidegger 
counteracts this “illusion”, by arguing that the (mentally 
or physically) created jug object, in this example, does not 
(and will not) be interpreted precisely after the creator’s 
idea. Ideas get lost, or at least transformed, in translation.
 This is not necessarily a negative thing. If we read 
Heidegger carefully, a thing is not radically “idea-less” 
or “meaningless”. In order to discover its meaning, one 
needs to become aware of what and how the object is in 
relation to a certain context it resides in. For example: 
“The jug’s thingness resides in its being qua vessel. We 
become aware of the vessel’s holding nature when we fill 
the jug.”8. But if you turn the jug around and position it 
on top of our head, its new jug’s thingness will reside in 
its being as a hat. 
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So in order to transform the jug “object” into a jug 
“thing” one must not seek for “one and only” in advance 
defined idea behind the object. Rather, one needs see 
how the jug opens up space wherein idea(s) or mean-
ing(s) of that thing (in interplay with its surroundings) 
is/are constantly created. That’s the subtlety in the trans-
formation of an object into a thing. A thing constantly 
gives shape to the void, an object doesn’t. 
 So, what qualifies a thing as a “thing”? To rephrase 
this thingly character of a thing in my own words, 
I would summarize it as follows: the thingly character of 
a thing can be understood as a gift/gave/ability to trans-
form a void into a certain context and grant it meaning. 
The thingness of a thing cannot come about in isolation. 
In contrast, is opens itself up, only in relation to a certain 
space. A space, that prior to the presence of that thing 
could be regarded as lacuna (or as a different context 
than once a specific thing entered).
 The dynamic, ever changing, process of grant-
ing meaning to a context (and thereby also to itself) is 
the thinging, the gathering. The collection of potential 
meaning is the thing. 
 Yes, this four word question doesn’t count a four 
word answer. It might not be the most pragmatic (?) an-
swer to rethinking the concept of the thing. Plus, one 
may - fair enough - wonder why we should still consider 
viewpoints of a philosopher that hasn’t even witnessed 
the century. I’ll briefly give my point of view on this. 
 Although we as modern (Western) subjects often 
speculate nowadays about different (‘new’) relations 
between humans and things, we pretty much always (un-
consciously) start our thinking from a point of departure 
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that is inherited/influenced by the classical Western 
viewpoints, such as the philosophy of Heidegger. In 
our practice of design, which is (nowadays) very much 
interwoven with other arts, such as contemporary phi-
losophy, discussions open up frequently about our 
current human-thing relation. Questioning the agency 
of things herein is very much emphasized. In contempo-
rary art and design projects that are concerned with this 
question, I do see many references to Object Orientated 
Ontology (a discipline in twenty-first-century philos-
ophy that rejects the privileging of human existence 
over the existence of nonhuman objects), for exam-
ple to theories by Bruno Latour or Graham Harman. 
Remarkable is, that in those contemporary theories, 
Heidegger’s philosophy is quite often criticized. A com-
mon claim is that Heidegger strictly separates “objects” 
from “things”, while the OOOs prefer not to make this 
distinction. However, in my opinion, a careful reading 
of Heidegger does not per se exclude or contradict the 
ideas of OOO. In their main argument, that the (hu-
man) subject (non-human) object dichotomy in the 
hierarchy of agency should vanish, both Heidegger and 
OOO agree. Both philosophies advocate for granting 
agency to both human and other than human entities. 
Heidegger calls these entities the things and OOO calls 
them the hybrids. 
 Thus, for me at least, there is a clear reason for 
these this new philosophy to be called “the Heidegger-
influenced school”. Of course, reading Heidegger 
nowadays, especially since there is there is plenty of new 
OOO literature available that includes “the virtual”, “the 
internet”, etc. might feel a bit dated. Nevertheless, it is 
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important to realize that we are not (yet) radically more 
modern than Heidegger and that by the time Heidegger 
published this essay, it was quite much a thing. 

 NOTES
1.  Martin, Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought  

(New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 164.
2.  Human’s urge to always want to be as near as possible,  

to not being able to respect distance.
3.  Martin, Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought  

(New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 171
4.  Ibid, 177.
5. Ibid, 171.
6. Ibid, 180.
7. Ibid, 165.
8. Ibid,166.
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It does not have to be a chair. Legrand Jäger is a studio 
by Contextual Design alumni Eva Jäger and Guillemette 
Legrand, who voice their research in a range of media. 
During a residency at the Design Museum, London, 
they explored the implications of technological intelli-
gence entering the smart home. For some designers that 
sounds like a brief for speculative or spectacular furni-
ture. Not for Legrand Jäger. This piece scans a collection 
of snippets from the publication that concluded their 
Design Museum residency, showing their different ways 
to interrogate what they call “The Internet of Ears”.

Perspectives after C  39THE WEB OF LEGRAND JÄGER

In an essay, Legrand Jäger define their position as 
designers.
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In illustrations, Legrand Jäger show the perspective 
of algorithmic voice interface patents.

41THE WEB OF LEGRAND JÄGER

In a photo series, Legrand Jäger commissioned 
a photographer to reflect on the visual language of 
the smart home.
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In an interview, Legrand Jäger incorporates an 
academic perspective from Mercedes Bunz.

Perspectives after C  43THE WEB OF LEGRAND JÄGER

In an article, Legrand Jäger features an investigation 
and campaign from an NGO.
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In a film, Legrand Jäger speculates on training skills 
for better algorithmic understanding.
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In another film, Legrand Jäger explores the sonic 
experience of the smart home.

47THE WEB OF LEGRAND JÄGER
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In 2018, Legrand Jäger created The Deep Ditial Twin: 
Le Confident, based on a nineteenth-century archetypical 
object where two persons can sit face to face. On their 
website they call it a Mixed Media Object. It is also a kind 
of chair.

studiolegrandjager.com
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In the beginning there was the Word. 
God, or something like that 

 
Even though semiotics has been steadily branching out 
towards cultural studies, literary studies, film studies etc. 
and design has been harder to define in relation to artistic 
practices, their core interest seem to contain a heavy note 
of solipsism. In semiotics, language is the study of mean-
ing-effects as yielded by the language practices we uphold: 
traffic signs, commercials, movies, literature, cultural ar-
tefacts, speech etcetera. These are all subjected to analysis 
by semioticians in their attempt to understand the mean-
ing of these phenomena by studying the language used 
to describe them. In other words, a semiotician attempts 
to read the world in the same way as one might read a 
novel. What does Frankenstein mean through a feminist 
perspective? How do we understand a “grab them by the 
pussy” remark in a political climate so diffuse as ours 
seems to be? It starts with reading.
 Markedly, design redefines itself through its own 
manifestation as a cultural enterprise. For instance, Alice 
Rawsthorn describes the expectation of design, although 
it has “adopted so many different meanings and in differ-
ent contexts”, as primarily a demand for design to “affect 
us positively, rather than negatively”. It could therefore be 
regarded as a force of subservience as well as subversion; 
designers belong to the world with all its complexities 
and power structures, and in order to be subversive they 

THE DETAIL  
THAT WOUNDS

By Ben Shai van der Wal
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need to be able to position themselves as agents of these 
negative or positive effects. In that sense designers could 
benefit from reading their practice in a similar way as se-
mioticians do.
 However, meaning has always been tricky affair, in 
terms of defining its scope or measure. In this text I will 
limit its magnitude by appropriating two concepts from 
Roland Barthes’ works that have been relatively over-
looked for their potential to reinvigorate the way we talk 
about design; studium and punctum. Both have the po-
tential to distribute the production of meaning to you, 
dear reader, and both are contingent on the details that 
make up our understanding of the world, such as we think 
it may be. Whenever we define any design practice in se-
miotic terms, we redefine both practices; words which 
refer to materiality, gain a physical attribute, and the ma-
terial is rendered a representation of meaning. With this 
text, I hope to convince my reader of the inevitability of 
this effect as well as urge to gain a measure of control over 
these effects I am so enthralled with.
 
 CONNOTING LOVE
A fairly well-known example of how meaning is very 
much contingent on the design it exhibits can be found in 
graphic design (see fig. 1, fig 2.). The casual reader would 
read both images as declarations of love, because, indeed, 
both share the same signifiers as logos. And yet, they 
differ because they signify diverging attitudes, or even a 

Fig. 1
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sensibility. One might imagine the first one was written by 
a child as suggested by the roundness of the letters, while 
the second—despite communicating the exact same mes-
sage of affection—with its sharp lines and curves appears 
more violent. When we read the way a certain message is 
designed, we gain control over its potential meaning, over 
the interaction between maker and user, and between 
what we prefer and why.
 But what happens when a more complex design 
object enters our reading? In the case of any piece of lit-
erature, what is the significance of those specific textual 
details in relation to the text’s meaning (metaphors, nar-
rative, assonance, alliteration, etcetera)? What structures 
of meaning are assigned to be meaningful, which are un-
obtrusive? More importantly, what do these designations 
then signify? Indeed, what does my interpretation of fig.1 
signify? This is the basic methodology of semiotics. The 
aim here is to show that we, albeit unwittingly, always find 
ourselves participating in, as Silverman writes, “the end-
less play of signification” (1991). This means that we are 
already (sending) signs that are already operating in dis-
cursive meaning effects. It is up to us then to take up the 
role of the active interpreter and unearth those signs that 
make up our understanding of the world.
 However, not every sign is the same. In fact, some 
meanings are more meaningful than others. And this, 
Barthes argues, is due to the relationship between 
the signifier and signified. Barthes distinguishes two 

Fig. 2
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relationships; the denotative sign and the connotative 
sign. A denotative sign is the most literal, common sense 
meaning; a rose is a flower, with red petals and thorns on 
its stem. Or, as in the case of fig.1 and 2, the denotative 
sign is ‘I will always love you’. The connotative meaning of 
a rose is based on a subjective, and culturally defined, in-
terpretation; e.g. a rose connotes (heterosexual) romance. 
However, there is also a false veracity that the denotative 
sign signifies: “denotation is not the first meaning, but 
pretends to be so; under this illusion, it is ultimately no 
more than the last of the connotations (the one which 
seems both to establish and close the reading), the superi-
or myth by which the text pretends to return to the nature 
of language, to language as nature” (Barthes 9). To assign 
a final meaning and resign with the denotative meaning 
as the most natural, the most true, is a sign of our ten-
dency to be utterly convinced of that which sounds bereft 
of the subjective experience of ideology: objectivity, the 
natural state of things.
 Instead, it is our prescribed mode of understanding 
that allows us to resign in a definition, in a defined state 
of affairs outside of our interpretation of those same af-
fairs. In other words, a denotative meaning always hides 
a connotative sign. Barthes urges us to view all as text, 
as language, where nothing is outside language, because 
“nothing” is in itself a linguistic signifier for the absence 
of anything.
 If by now the rabbit hole begins to feel very real, 
then the following might clarify how actively distin-
guishing between signifier and signified in a reading of 
a design practice will aid those in finding their disposi-
tion as designers and participants of the endless play of 
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signification. I will present a reading of one of the most 
archaic and iconic objects in design: a chair.
 
 THE SIGNIFYING CHAIR
This chair by Jurgen Bey, is called Cocoon Chair (1999) 
and is a famous design. Even though it is an old design, its 
narrative has largely remained unchanged: Two old chairs 
are wrapped in a plastic sheath in order to grant them a 
new life. However, times have changed, and an old design 
or narrative can be a canvas for new interpretations. Its 
denotative meanings: two chairs stuck together back to 
back. The fact that we can distinguish between two chairs 
signifies a binding together of two separate entities that 
are epistemologically the same: chairs. A pair of chairs is 
bound together by a kind of green skin embalming both 
of them in stasis. Here already some connotations are 
at play; the green layer reminds me of a skin because of 
its seeming tightness within which these chairs seem to 
be wound. If I would venture a small connotative leap, 
then the skin signifies the act of enwrapping, and I am 
reminded of winding cellophane around a partly eaten 
sandwich to preserve its freshness for later use. By mim-
icking this method of preserving, this object brings to the 
fore freshness and the act of preserving in our reading 
of its shape, its use, as a comment on the endlessness of 
life in objects. The color green, as a cultural signifier, also 
connotes calm, nature, life, which suggests a harmless, 
altruistic attitude towards the chair, almost as if we be-
come closer to those objects by caring for them enough 
to preserve their being.
 This part of the reading is described as “studium”. 
Barthes explains studium as those elements, details, 
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characteristics of an object that may be studied by any-
one, they can be taught and learned. They provide access 
to a basic shared meaning-experience of the world.
 In contrast to studium, Barthes has conceptualized 
that which he calls punctum. Punctum is the detail that 
pricks, wounds, and gives us access to an individualized 
experience of the world. It is completely subjective: it en-
thralls, entices, and swallows the viewer entirely. Punctum 
is the detail that fills the entirety of the object by aligning 
the other details into a reading that bespeaks of a distur-
bance, a disruption of those details that were deemed 
merely interesting at first. This is also the reason I have 
chosen to write about this object in particular, because, 
for me, it holds punctum in the most disturbing sense; the 
wrapping of the two chairs, and in particular the space be-
tween the two chairs – that inward bulge that takes place 
when trying to breathe when your head and face are en-
tirely wrapped in a plastic bag, as indeed I have done once 
when I was a child, during a playful afternoon with my 
sister, wrapped her head in a plastic bag out of curiosity 
(she’s fine now) and to the outrage of our parents. When 
viewed from the starting point of this disturbing image, 
those chairs become entities that are being suffocated by 
the washed-green skin tightly pressed around their every 
feature, intensifying their outline to become distinct only 
because it will be their final breath; their features clear and 
sharp, like the lips of my suffocating sister, or the bulging 
of the eyes as the panic takes over, and enhancing the spec-
ificity of their being. Pretending to do right by us and by 
the chairs and with the deliberate care and love of the killer 
who is utterly convinced of his gestures, unmovable in his 
conviction and need to preserve (indeed, like the verb “to 
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grant” new life signifies a relationship of power, as in; “I 
(the designer) grant you life”), this design seems to say the 
exact opposite to me as the seemingly calm and sensible act 
of preservation; it smothers, it suffocates, it is unrelenting; 
breathing causes the skin to be sucked inward, with rising 
panic, breath sucked is stopped and sucked and stopped, 
and with bulging eyes forever choking on the desire to pre-
serve that which once existed as it simply did; careless and 
comforting; a chair. And worst of all, the chairs are silenced. 
Punctum always leads us to a temporary insanity.
 
 COMING UP FOR AIR
As one might notice, this reading is critical to the point of 
negativity, and yet as a starting point it is a very fruitful ax-
iom for rebuilding the shared interpretation of this object. 
The ingenuity and beauty of this design lies precisely in its 
invitation to oscillate between the sensible need for preser-
vation in a time when objects quickly turn to junk, and the 
terrifying notion that by preserving we become completely 
convinced of our gestures; the world of objects at our feet, 
and we their masters, their killers. Because each signifier 
leads to multiple other ones in the attempt to understand 
this design from the perspective of its meaning-effect, this 
design acts as a spectacle that allows us to reflect on this; 
like a pair of taxidermized chairs that can never fully recre-
ate what the object looked like when it was alive.
 To be sure, punctum is always subjective, always an 
unacceptable interpretation in the sense that it can never 
be shared—indeed, it is quite a leap from the wrapping of 
two chairs to suffocating the life out of my sister—because 
its point of departure is captivating, mesmerizing—to 
the person it wounds. Moreover, it is always an accident. 
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Punctum cannot be created in a work—it is the accident 
that takes place when two “texts” (the reader and the 
object) do not understand each other. When a signifier 
leads us to signifieds that are solely our own, that have 
no bearing on the realm of objectivity, that is when new 
meanings are assigned.
 However, my own description of punctum should be 
recognized as a narrative that allows the reader entrance 
into what wounds me in this design, it is never the truth, 
nor is it final. The result is that any punctum always starts 
with pain and discomfort; something about what I am ex-
periencing doesn’t make sense, something stands out—is 
remarkable, is affronting, is wounding—and the attempt 
to recognize this pain leads to something positive: it leads 
to a reading that creates temporary understanding. In 
other words, when we actively deny objectivity its proper 
place, we sublimate our subjectivity and we participate 
actively in the endless play of signification.
 Of course, we may start from a detail that we find 
incredible and beautiful, but these are part of studium. 
Studium leads to the confirmation of the perceived narra-
tive; something we can all learn, and indeed something we 
all do already: we know we should not throw things away 
(the ethical imperative of our current discourse). This is 
interesting, nothing more, nothing less. I therefore urge 
designers to look for the detail that disrupts, that wounds, 
and only then—through the attempt to reconcile the dis-
ruption with the narrative that denies you its respite—do 
we tentatively begin to understand. It starts with reading; 
it ends with meaning. So, happy reading, dear reader.

The table is full,
We gather around a conveyor-belt tablecloth,
 Scoffing our way through a banquet of information,
 Arms held high, wrapped around fellow disciples,
 We gorge, voraciously as luminescent screens reflect 
down on us,
 Capture the story,
 Share.
 
 to start,
 An amuse bouche of steam powered Mechanization,
 followed by,
 A starter of electrical mass production,
 then onto,
 The main of computational automation.
 

A PRAYER FOR  
THE DIGITAL AGE

By Gavin Jones
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 This is what they want to see,
 The surfeited stomachs of technological advancement,
 Hyper-connectivity,
 Global communication,
 Interconnectedness,
 #foodporn
 
 And we have feasted well,
 Enjoying the feeling of being full,
 as a dessert of digitization is proffered to bloated bellies,
 It becomes indigestible,
 A trifle too much,
The sweet taste of sherry almost indistinguishable to regret.
 
 Betrayal lingers in our mouths, 
 Stuck between our teeth
 This is not what we were sold,
 Ideals of the cheese course remain a dream for the 
future,
 And as imperfections are lapped off porcelain with 
micro-plastic water,
 the table is cleared to reveal the stained tablecloth 
beneath,
 The consequence of our overconsumption.
 
 To the Steam engines of past and cyber physical systems 
of the future,
 Help us to see a light through the artificial ash cloud.
 
 Help us view this sullied table with a creative mind,
 To not see the binary stains as regrets of the past but to 
inspire ideas of the future,

A PRAYER FOR THE DIGITAL AGE

 At a time when it is a privilege to think post-
Anthropocene,
 Give us something to believe in.
 Help us to not become complacent in our subscriptions 
to technology,
 In an era of rapid change it is easy to forget what is 
‘normal’,
 But we must not forget to marvel as the world changes 
around us,
 Hope is not in the silver lining but in the digital cloud 
itself.
 Help us to extend our gaze past humanized vanity,
A science-controlled human-centric overview of existence 
neglects kin,
 Beauty exists without Clarendon filters and augmented 
puppy eyes,
 We must respect the more-than-human, other-than-
human, inhuman and human-as-humus.
 Help us to not fear change,
 Worrying is as effective as trying to solve an algebra 
equation by chewing bubble gum,
 The past is fantasized through memory,
 But we should be mindful that successful systems from 
yesterday are not so smart today.
 Remind us that the revolution will not be sold as 
computational fruit,
 The revolution will not be sustainably autocratic 
electric supercars,
 The revolution should not be scrolled, flicked or swiped 
past,
 The revolution will be self-published and live-
streamed.
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 If this is our last supper, we must enjoy it.
 
 To the Steam engines of past and cyber physical systems 
of the future,
 Help us to see a light through the artificial ash cloud.
 
 
 

Can machines think and learn creatively? This has been 
a question for philosophers and the source of inspiration 
for science-fiction authors for over a century already. 
The Book of Machines by Samuel Butler is cited as the first 
writings on the topic of machines developing conscious-
ness by Darwinian selection published in 1872.1

 ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
The creative process has inherently involved the human 
mind as central in conception of an idea and machine 
has been used as a tool to aid its realization. Machine 
Learning prompts a revolution of this dynamic. We are 
now in the information age with one foot in the future 
that authors like Butler speculated upon. It is a time 
of exponential growth in the power of Machine learn-
ing systems. As the range of applications grows with 

THE ROLE OF THE  
DESIGNER IN A FUTURE  

OF MACHINE LEARNING: 
RE-APPROPRIATING 
NEURAL NETWORKS  
AS A CREATIVE TOOL

By Niall Keville
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the ubiquity of these networks, so too must our vo-
cabularies to define them. One of the most important 
and powerful types of machine learning are Generative 
Adversarial Networks (GAN’s)

 WHAT ARE GAN’S?
They are the first step of neural networks technology 
learning creativity. GAN is a neural network trained 
to generate images. It consists of two neural networks 
that are in adversarial conversation with each other: 
The Generator uses set of images and learns to gener-
ate similar but unique/fake ones, while the other, the 
Discriminator determines if the generated image looks 
enough like a real thing, and tells the generator what 
wasn’t convincing about it and how to make it more 
realistic or accurate.
 The range of creative applications grows as these 
networks become more ubiquitous and intelligent. For 
example “Text to Image Generator” that creates unique 
images based on your description and “NVIDIA’s 
Hyper-realistic Face Generator”.2

  What are the implications for designers and cre-
ators? Will creativity be taught by humans and learned 
by machine? What can we learn about our own cre-
ativity when it is broken down to bits of information? 
Through extracting the qualities of how A.I networks 
work and learn creativity, is it possible to learn from 
them and create work in return? Could this form a 
new type of co-design between human and nonhu-
man actors? The answer to these questions is of vital 
importance and requires some definition of what we 
consider to be creative and human and artificial.

THE ROLE OF THE DESIGNER

 HUMAN INTELLIGENCE
Human Intelligence has been defined in many ways, in-
cluding: the capacity for logic, understanding, learning, 
reasoning, planning, problem-solving, emotional knowl-
edge, self-awareness and creativity. The last three are certainly 
attributes less often applied to Artificial Intelligence.3
 With the proliferation of Adaptive Machine Learning 
(specifically Generative Networks) in the past eight years 
or so, creativity is an attribute that machines are now at-
taining. Developers know what GANs can do, but not 
exactly how they do it. This ‘black box’ is a problem as it 
only allows limited control over the synthesis, but it also 
poses a greater problem for scientists on the whole as it 
is not observable. As these networks generate content it 
may be fair to say they create content, rather than merely 
identify, classify and sort information.4

 But what hat do we consider creative? If synthesiz-
ing unique batches of imagery based on a large dataset 
of images is creative, then yes, Generative Networks are 
creative beyond even the most prolific of painters, at least 
in terms of quantity of output. Or is the creative entity still 
fully the human whom has curated this dataset of images? 
 This ambiguity is an information age phenomenon. 
It is therefore of more importance that we learn to think 
about the creative power of Generative Networks in what 
we want to teach them and how we can learn from this 
symbiosis of this co-design ourselves.
 Companies like Amazon and Alibaba have become 
much more than online retailers where their technolo-
gies have been built around the research of big data. Using 
massive datasets they can highly tailor and target product 
advertisements using algorithms. These retailers provide 
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us with a platform for them to learn from our behavior, 
finding patterns in our buying habits and learning from 
us through that data that we share, whether consciously 
or not. The algorithms sort and classify our search que-
ries and history and pool personal information of ours to 
create a stream of relevant advertisements and content. In 
this content we may see products similar to ones we have 
already searched for or clicked on. With the prolifera-
tion of Generative Networks the actual existence of these 
products has been called into question for good reason.
 
 CO-DESIGN. 
 HOW IS THIS BEING USED?
Firstly, it can be used by brands in conjunction with data-
sets of customer information to create provocative, hyper 
personalized advertisement. These ads can generate a 
scene where the likeness of a target customer, wear-
ing their brand of clothing in the holiday location they 
had just bought flights to. These ads can have successful 
Click Through Rates and inevitably sales once custom-
ers become seduced by imagery depicting themselves in 
various lavish scenarios with their most wanted products.
  Secondly and interestingly from a design perspective 
is the use of GANs to create a speculative, non-exist-
ing product that may interest you. These ‘products’ can 
be used to entice you to click through to a webshop and 
retain your interest there. This is a model employed by 
online retailers that have noticed a correlation directly 
between time spent on their site and sales.
  For the exhibition Geo-Design at Van Abbemuseum 
in Eindhoven, designers Arvid&Marie questioned the 
physical existence of several items advertised on Alibaba. 

They propose that the items exist only on the digital plane 
as a new type of clickbait. Much like fake news articles, they 
view these as fake products. “Buyer’s Desires” is a collec-
tion of object recreations of what Alibaba claims are the 
customers most desired products.
  It is possible that these fake products are generat-
ed as clickbait material, but it seems likely that creating 
speculative products with GAN is also a cheap way to 
test the viability of prospective products for the online 
marketplace. Economically it makes sense as it doesn’t 
even require a prototype or graphic designer to render 
a believable image, instead a retailer can train a GAN to 
produce the “perfect” products for their customer.
 This poses a potential for automation in the creative 
industries as has been seen in many other sectors. It is then 
important to understand the incentives of the powerful on-
line retailers that utilize it. The power and growth of retailers 
is paralleled to the technologies they invest in, for example 
Alibaba is not just a retailer, it is now multinational conglom-
erate specializing in e-commerce, Internet and technology. 
It is apparent that the infrastructure of how products come 
into our homes is more dependent on these technologies and 
the phenomenon of e-commerce than ever. With the scale of 
this in mind it is important to appropriate this technology 
and find new limits and uses for the individual, the artist and 
the designer outside of the limitations and goals of industry.
 
 APPROPRIATION. 
 HOW COULD IT BE USED?
The greater the dependence we have on AI, the greater the 
need to study and expose its inner workings and reflect 
on our own relationship with how we will evolve with it.

THE ROLE OF THE DESIGNER
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Fig.1 Arvid & Marie, Buyers’ Desires, 2018, Van Abbemuseum, 
Eindhoven

GAN’s behave in ways that neither we nor the develop-
ers intend or expect and in attempting to appropriate 
the technology is a way to better understand it. Google 
understands this to be true in relation to machine learn-
ing and have open sourced to the public many of their 
networks and processing power in a bid to create more 
robust and powerful systems. 
 The question as a designer remains is what appli-
cation these powerful machines can have and what 
problems this poses. As a designer is the remaining role 
merely a curator at the start or a fabricator at the end of an 
outsourced process? What materials will this product of 
artificial imagination be made of? Will it be able to func-
tion as an existing product or as something else entirely?
  These are questions that Alibaba may be confronted 
with in their co-design relationship. As creative pro-
cess without the logistic constraints and demands of big 
business, this same questions raised are very creatively 
stimulating and open up many possibilities for reconfigura-
tion and expansion. It can help to position the designer and 
the creative process in a future where Machine Learning 
technologies are also creative entities. In using GANs as 
creative engine it is possible that we can learn something 
about our role as creators and to reflect on our intent.
 If we currently control the agency on the behalf of 
the machine then what is our intention with them? Do we 
produce for production’s sake? What are the implications 
of consumer specific products that can be synthesized as 
you click and browse? Will industry continue to shape 
this tool to solely sharpen the accuracy of customer sup-
ply and demand? Will this erode the creation of meaning 
in product design?

THE ROLE OF THE DESIGNER
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Fig 2. Example of extracting the generative network as 
a production process

THE ROLE OF THE DESIGNER
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 In this case outsourcing the design process draws atten-
tion to where the intent of the designer lies and if there is 
an opportunity for perspective on what it means to be a 
creative entity. As curating datasets and utilizing Neural 
Networks will become more scalable and accessible to the 
public. This presents us with a new set of possibilities and 
risks for the future.
  By attempting to disseminate the possibilities Neural 
Networks in a creative context the designer can bring tan-
gibility to the complexity of the technology. From here 
we may reflect on the role of the designer and humans on 
a greater scale in collaboration with this new tool and spec-
ulate on a generative future of production. Appropriating 
the use of these networks is a way of exploiting the lan-
guage, exposing fallibility as a way of comprehending this 
crucial technology and presenting it to a wider audience.

 NOTES
1.  Butler, Samuel. “Erewhon: or, Over the range.” openlibrary.

org.https://openlibrary.org/works/OL15099862W/Erewhon 
(accessed May 9, 2019)

2.  Peng, Tony. “GAN 2.0: NVIDIA’s Hyperrealistic Face 
Generator.” medium.com. https://medium.com/syncedreview/
gan-2-0-nvidias-hyperrealistic-face-generator-e3439d33ebaf 
(accessed May 9, 2019)

3.  Robert J. Sternberg, Robert J. “Human intelligence.” brittanica.
com https://www.britannica.com/science/human-intelligence-
psychology (accessed May 9, 2019)

4.  Christian, John. “Statistician: Machine Learning Is Causing 
A “Crisis in Science”.” futurism.com https://futurism.com/
machine-learning-crisis-science (accessed May 9, 2019)

One conversation, two interviews, five Contextual 
Designers. Operating almost as an institution within 
an institution, the Contextual Design department con-
tinues to redefine itself as a result of the diversity of 
work from its students and graduating body. While its 
traditional foundations in product design have easily 
broadened into filmmaking, performance, curatorial 
practice and beyond, a ‘Contextual Designer’ is often 
faced with the perilous task of trying to define their 
practice. These interviews were born out of the cu-
riosity of Ceola Tunstall-Behrens, about to enter her 
graduating year, Rawad Baaklini, and Colin Keays, 
both 2019 graduates. 
 The trio were interested in the work of two former 
Contextual Design graduates: Jing He, who graduated 
in 2016 with her Tulip Pyramid Project, and Alexandre 

CONVERSATIONS  
FROM C:  

ALEXANDRE HUMBERT  
AND JING HE

By Ceola Tunstall-Behrens, Colin Keays, 
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Humbert, who graduated in 2013, and has since be-
come known for his Object Interview film series. While 
the separate interviews were conducted on separate 
days in separate locations, the content has since been 
re-structured into a single collaged conversation. If the 
unifying factor of this disparate department is the im-
portance of “context”, what perspectives are revealed 
when words are taken out of theirs? 

First of all we want to talk about how you define your 
practice, and how you see yourself as a designer... What 
do you do as a designer?

 ALEXANDRE HUMBERT
I consider myself a designer, but I focus on filmmaking 
as my design practice. Using the film as an object and a 
materiality to explore and shape storytelling the same 
way as an object does. Let’s take for example a wooden 
chair. I’d use the exact process of how the chair is made, 
to structure a movie about it.

Could you tell us about the latest projects you’ve been 
working on?

 JING HE
At the moment I am working on a new project about 
a fake Paris in China. When I first learnt about this 
place I felt very strange. I was wondering why anyone 
would want to make another Paris in China? When I 
visited the town I observed how people live there and 
how they use everything. I am interested in how peo-
ple use the buildings in their own way and how they 
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are slowly changing the French style street. I think it is 
more interesting than just a “copy” or “original”—it’s 
more about the details of daily life. They have created a 
hybrid of French style and very local daily life. For ex-
ample, in China, the locals would put some vegetables 
or some mushrooms on the street to dry. I don’t think 
people do this in Paris.

 AH
I just presented an installation in Austria that was 
a dinner between three objects—a sound installation. 
I gave a script to three people who had to play the role 
of an object during the dinner, which was partly script-
ed. The audience has to stand 3 to 4 meters from the 
dinner. They were not allowed to enter. It is as if the 
objects live their lives and don’t need humans to exist.
 I got a whole range of feedback, especially from 
designers. Some found it interesting, and some asked 
me if I was still a designer if I did a sound installation. 
I am really aware that I can get asked this question be-
cause it’s difficult to define a practice like mine. I could 
be a designer but also a filmmaker, a film artist, but 
also a film designer. The naming is tricky. 

Alexandre, could you expand on how your work is re-
ceived and how today’s design world influences your 
work?

 AH
If you make a film, you expect a subjective reaction. 
That is also the case with making design objects. For 
me, objective design is not really possible.
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I was part of a talk once and a member of the audience 
said that in contemporary design 20 years ago, all de-
signers were making lamps, chairs, and tables and were 
fighting against each other. And today it’s no longer a 
competition. I am not in competition with anyone—we 
are all following our own instincts and personal fasci-
nations to define our practice. I would say the output 
doesn’t really matter. And I find the change of context 
really interesting. I can do the work that I do today be-
cause of that change. 

Jing He, could you tell us what the response was to your 
work in the GEO–DESIGN exhibition last year? The 
exhibition was about Alibaba, and you took livestream 
marketing influencers from China and put them in an 
exhibition context.

 JH
The exhibition was shown in Milan during Salone 
del Mobile Milano 2018 and at the Van Abbemuseum 
during Dutch Design Week in Eindhoven in 2018. 
I was more satisfied with what happened in Milan. I set 
up a temporary office for one of the girls [Erbi Chen] 
that was visible to the public. I think it more directly 
showed people what her daily life looks like.
 In Milan I got lots of feedback from people in the 
[western] advertising industry. They were really inter-
ested in it, and had never seen this form of advertisement 
which is very popular in China right now. When I was 
interviewed, some people asked me why this was hap-
pening in a design exhibition. I said that I just wanted 
to show people what happens around products. It’s not 
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only producing and selling—there are lots of details in 
the process, and it is very complicated. The piece was 
something about design but it was not design itself.

It was interesting being an audience member, as you 
quickly became aware that you were part of the “spec-
tacle”. When Erbi Chen moved her phone around to 
show her online audience what was behind her, you as a 
spectator also become spectated. The interplay of who’s 
looking, and who’s looking at who, was interesting.

 JH
This is what I wanted—to do it in a very natural way. 
I didn’t want to tell people that this was a “performance”. 
But when they stepped into the space, they also stepped 
into the performance. They were part of the work al-
ready. First I did a lot of internet research on celebrities 
and how they promote products. I found that it was 
very complicated and would be difficult to explain and 
translate everything. I instead translated all this infor-
mation into something else—by exhibiting and doing 
it in a very direct way, by putting the audience in the 
exhibition. This way you let people see what happens. 
I don’t see it as a performance because they were just 
doing their own job there.

We’re interested to know how you both initiate your proj-
ects, and what drives that very first idea.

 AH
Often the project you remember from a designer is the 
one they initiate on their own rather than a commission. 
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It’s about your own individual way of doing something, 
and ideally how you want to do it.

 JH
I think maybe first it is the curiosity. For example [for my 
Tulip Pyramid project] in the very beginning I saw an exhibi-
tion at the Rijksmuseum in which they showed some seven-
teenth-century ceramics. From my perspective, the pattern 
on it was funny, ugly and not serious. In comparison with the 
porcelain in a museum in China, they were very low quality. 
It was my first time seeing all these objects. I didn’t know why 
Dutch people thought it was such an important object. I saw 
this strange Chinese painting on it and felt it was a kind of 
joke, but they took it very seriously! This was the beginning.

 AH
I think [my graduation project] was really based on a per-
sonal attraction: what if in a design school I can try to do 
a film? I am not in a cinema school, why not question the 
context? For the first four months of the graduation year 
I was really on my own shooting the pilot scenes of my 
movie. I was also going to meet producers and searching 
for people and institutions to get involved. Some people 
asked “What are you doing?” But I got lucky, and one mu-
seum funded my project. I believe that design should be 
based on personal intuition. 

Let’s talk about collaboration.

 AH
It really depends on the kind of collaboration because I can 
collaborate directly with design studios. I am sometimes 
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Alexandre Humbert, Object Interview 19, 2019
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asked as a designer to work on a film related to an object 
that has been created. But I also collaborate with design 
institutions like museums and galleries, or design events, 
to reflect on much more general ideas in the movie, but 
also the impact that the movie will have at that moment 
within the design industry. Equally I wonder how I can 
be used by designers, and how film can be expanded by 
designers to be used as material?

 JH
Collaboration is always very difficult as you have to 
face a situation where you can’t control everything. In 
the Tulip Pyramid project, I invited 5 designers, artists 
and craftspeople to work with me. In the beginning 
I briefed them on what they should do and asked them 
to send me something. Later on, I found that it was 
difficult for them. I had to talk with them every day 
and push them. Practically it was my project, although 
I wanted to share the authorship with them. I am the 
person who takes care of it most. Other people have 
their daily jobs and other things to do. I am the person 
who really has to push them and stimulate them—that 
is a difficult part for me.

 AH
I think that the team behind any work is really interest-
ing. I also deal with people to make my films who are 
not designers, that have skills that I don’t have—and 
I don’t assume that I have. 

Do you think there is something refreshing in the unpre-
dictability of collaborations?
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 JH
Yes, it can also be a positive thing. I always find out 
something new from them that I didn’t know before. 
Although, it can also be a difficult thing. Just two weeks 
before the graduation exam, one of the designers I was 
working with disappeared! I could not contact her any-
more and was very worried. I wrote a very long message 
to her saying we always can talk, I don’t know why you 
disappeared...

 AH
Now, I use other people’s work to play with ideas. When 
I do the Object Interviews I need other people to de-
sign stuff for my project to exist. Maybe this is also an 
admiration of people who design, because designing 
[objects] is something that does not fascinate me any 
more to do myself. I am much more interested in the 
context that the design is placed in.

It seems that the context of when and where a piece of 
work is produced is quite important to both of you.

 AH
It is mainly about this intuitive reaction to a moment. 
A story is about that. Of course the context is import-
ant, but there’s much more in terms of believing and 
trusting your first gut feeling. The way you construct a 
story happens at the moment of a reaction—a specific 
time, a specific incident. 
 Object Interview is like a moment in time, may-
be if I were to Object Interview number one again, 
I wouldn’t do it in the same way today because it’s not 
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the same context. It is really important to follow an in-
tuition. In Object Interview, there is one script written 
for each movie. It’s not that I have different stories and 
then choose the best one. It is the first encounter with 
the object that sets a story, and that’s it. After that, the 
story is constructed to be one minute—so the length of 
the movie also shapes the story. 

 JH
When I was doing Tulip Pyramid, I also had the same 
question. If am I talking about “China China China”, 
then why am I showing this work in the Netherlands? It 
is strange. I have to find a way to connect to what hap-
pens right now in the Netherlands or Europe. Because 
if I only talk about China, audiences here will think 
that this person is talking about something that is very 
far from my life, just a fairytale or story. So I try to 
find a connection to invite local people to think about 
something about themselves in this project. Also in 
the GEO–DESIGN exhibition, I wanted to avoid trans-
lating information into something else, as I think the 
local audience will find it hard to link to something 
happening in China. It is too far away from them.

Could you tell us a bit more about how this question 
of identity comes up in your work?

 JH
I have created some work about identity, but my purpose was 
not to confirm or protect my identity. I wanted to destroy or 
question it. I believe everything is complicated and I can’t 
give a clear answer. I am playing with it but really I want to 
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destroy it. This is my way of playing. I think identity is often 
involved in my work just because I always want to put my 
own experience in the research, so naturally touch the area 
called “identity”. But there is a risk that talking about identity 
is too easy, or even lazy. “Identity” can be a basket, you can 
put everything inside. So I wonder how do we get identity 
and why do we need it? These questions are in both the Tulip 
Pyramid Project  (2016) and Young Titans (2017). Especially 
nowadays, with rising nationalism in China and populism 
in Europe, questioning an identity is probably more import-
ant than establishing one.

And how about your own ‘identity’ as a designer amongst 
all this?

 JH
I am always questioning if I am a designer or not, actual-
ly... I cannot really answer the question. I am concerned 
about the function of daily objects, how design works in 
society and how people use daily objects in their life.

We’d like to finish by asking you both about the way that 
your individual working processes came about, and how 
research comes into it.

 AH
It was the autonomous way of working that led me to this 
process. I always liked the freedom to define my own way 
of working—I was always independent. One specific mo-
ment was the moment I realized that I was more interested 
in creating ways of sitting, than chairs. If I wanted to talk 
about ways of sitting, then maybe objects weren’t the right 
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Jing He, Tulip Pyramid, 2016
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way to design, and film could be more appropriate. That 
was the transition point. It was the summer before my 
graduation. But at that moment I didn’t realize that it was 
going to be a long term practice. I knew that it was going to 
be an experiment, because I was always interested in film... 
collecting DVDs and watching a lot of different films. 

 JH
Doing research is a way to inspire myself and open up my 
mind, however the works are not the explanation or the 
presentation of the research. I wouldn’t separate research 
and making—clearly they are interwoven. I  think re-
search is an inevitable process if I want to make something, 
because once I have questions in my mind it starts the re-
search. I just record everything that pops into my mind, 
in no hurry to really “finish” anything. It is like weaving a 
net from different directions—all the details will compose 
a whole image slowly. 

Any experience or advice that you would like to share 
with us?

 AH
Sometimes there’s a danger that we’re designing for 
designers. 

Let’s end by asking if there’s any questions you wish an 
interviewer would ask you...

 JH
No. I am curious for any question, like today, I was cu-
rious about what you would ask me.
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So you’re happy for us to ask you anything..?

 JH
If I have something I really want to say, then whatever you 
ask me, I’ll find a way to say it.

That’s the politician’s way! Whatever the question is, they 
always seem to get back to what they want to say. Maybe 
instead of a designer, you’re a politician?

 JH
I want to be. I am really jealous of politicians, they are 
very confident.

I remember squeezing in its creases. Every time we passed 
it, I would run around it and hide from my grandparents. 
Trying to climb higher than last time, it became a family 
tradition to stop for a few minutes every time we crossed 
the square. Its bronze surface glistening in the sunlight, it 
seemed so warm, so inviting.
 I never questioned what it was, I knew that I could 
count on it being there whenever I visited Maribor, a city 
in North-East Slovenia where I was born. As I grew older 
I started noticing its details. The barely present faces star-
ing back at me, the transcriptions around its base. I began 
to wonder about their nature, who put them there and for 
what reason.
 I later learned that it was the Maribor Liberation 
Memorial, one of thousands of monument structures 
built between the 1950s and 1980s in former Yugoslavia, 
commemorating the victims of fascist aggression during 
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The Maribor Liberation Memorial, Slovenia

THE DIFFICULT HERITAGE OF A BROKEN PAST

World War II. They are the legacy of a bygone era, the 
embodied ethos of a generation that came before, and the 
remains of a nationwide network of grand teaching tools 
for relating to the population the ethos, history and nar-
rative of Tito’s Yugoslavia.
 As I entered my teens, I started noticing more and 
more pictures of these monuments on the internet. They 
were depicted just as I remembered my monument. 
Triumphant, impressive, glistening in all their glory. But 
something didn’t feel right. When written about, they 
were often completely de-contextualized, stripped of any 
political and cultural connotations, and left without any 
indication of what they commemorate. They were called 
surreal, foreign and alien.
 What did that mean? Slovenia was at that point 
already part of the European Union and not to men-
tion located in Central Europe. So how was it possible 
that these monuments, that like thousands of threads 
wove the fabric of my reality, were considered alien? 
Was I not fully a part of this new political landscape, a 
domestic foreigner?
 
 IN SEARCH OF UTOPIA
To better understand my position, it seemed imperative 
to turn to history and engage with these monuments 
to re-connect to the near past. Reviving whatever can 
be found of politics and aesthetics of a particular era, 
required to go past the nostalgia and past their sheer fas-
cination. I had to face them as mediating factors between 
the constructions of past narratives and collective imag-
ination to hopefully better understand political activities 
of the present moment.
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At the outset of Tito’s new Republic ambitious plans 
were laid to create a classless country ruled by principles 
of socialism, a population free of ethnic tension. It was 
a paradigm of a utopian project, one geared to the cre-
ation of a pluralistic, secular and idealistic society1. The 
Federal and multi-ethnic state provided a structure of 
cultivating internal multiculturalism, a distinct feature 
of the post-war Yugoslav project. Comprising of nu-
merous ethnicities, some of which have been engaged 
in bitter conflict during the war, Yugoslavians would 
be unified around a sense of progressive optimism held 
together by a collective righteousness in their victory 
against fascist aggression.
 Distancing itself from the USSR, post-war Yugoslavia 
searched to legitimize itself by claiming to pursue eman-
cipation: internally, from class divide and ethnic conflict, 
and externally, by supporting anticolonialism. It became 
a country which offered a “third way”, an alternative to the 
capitalist West and communist East. By deliberately defy-
ing the geopolitics of the East-West divide and its unique 
presence at the intersection between the two it enjoyed 
an outsider’s international presence. This created a stage 
on which to exchange architectural knowledge and ideas, 
across political borders and cultural divisions2.
 During the initial decade after the war, some monu-
ments were commissioned across Yugoslavia, crafted in 
the traditional “socialist–realism” style. It often depicted 
intense and graphic imagery focused on evoking feelings 
of the past horrors, old suffering and forgotten crimes. 
Trying to suppress ethnic nationalism for the sake of na-
tional unity and cultural cooperation, it was feared that 
such monuments might evoke unwanted tensions.
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After the countries split from the USSR the government 
wanted to emphasize the departure by finding its own 
visual language, looking for inspirations in the artistic 
movements of Western Europe and America. Anti-fascist 
WWII sculptural memorials began to spring up across 
Yugoslavia in the styles of abstract expressionism, geo-
metric abstraction and minimalism.
 The structures did not only represent a departure 
away from Soviet thinking, but were also designed to cel-
ebrate universal ideals, such as “brotherhood and unity”. 
Yugoslavia created a series of distinctly “Yugoslavian” 
monuments used as a tool to blaze a unique identi-
ty for the nation and articulate the countries vision of a 
new tomorrow.
 Between the 1960s and 1980s thousands of these mon-
uments were built across all six republics of Yugoslavia. 
Their primary intent was to honor the regions struggle 
during the National Liberation War (WWII). Many felt 
that commemorating this through decontextualized ab-
straction might aid the country in ethnic and religious 
reconciliation, by creating spaces for solace, reflection 
and forgiveness for all.
 It is also important to note that in their heyday, the 
Yugoslav memorial sites formed a physical network of ed-
ucation and memorialization centers, spread out across 
the six republics. Often the memorial complexes were 
fitted with museums and a central feature of many were 
amphitheaters. Busloads of school children would visit 
as part of their history curriculum or via Tito’s “Young 
Pioneers” political youth initiative. The monuments act-
ed as outdoor classrooms, used as a tool to communicate 
the history, mythology and ideology of the country.
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The first wave of monuments built directly following 
Yugoslavia’s split from the USSR was completely gov-
ernment founded. From their drastically different style, 
to their sheer size, they were a clear statement about the 
countries, shifting alliances, a not so subtle nod to the 
West. The sheer impact of these new structures firmly 
cemented a new visual language. Political propaganda 
became a nationwide trend, creating a new socialist style, 
one that was carried through for decades, defining the ar-
chitectural landscape of the region for years to come.
  Looking back at my childhood, it always felt weird 
that my family allowed me to play on the monument. 
Shouldn’t this object of commemoration, a memorial site 
recognizing the suffering and horrors during WWII be 
approached and dealt with respect? One would think that 
such behavior would be frowned upon instead of quietly 
observed with complete indifference for the monument.
 
 CULTURAL GENOCIDE
The majority of my early childhood took place in the 
90s, a tumultuous time for the Balkan region. The rela-
tive political stability of post-war Europe was achieved 
through a generalized forgetting of wartime crimes. 
This proved to be too difficult of a task for the people of 
Yugoslavia, and after its dissolution the region was over-
took by ethnic conflict and re-emergence of politics of 
pure particularism, one that manifested itself in the form 
of extreme nationalism.
 Slovenia sought independence on the 23rd of 
December 1990 with 88, 5 % vote to leave Yugoslavia and 
officially declared itself as a sovereign state a few months 
later. It was the first out of the six republics to do  so. 
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(1) Monument to the Uprising of the People of Kordun and 
Banija, Croatia. (2) Mausoleum to the Fallen Insurgents, Popina 
Monument Park, Serbia. (3) Monument to the Fallen Soldiers 
of the Kosmaj Detachment, Serbia
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This  jumpstarted a decade long war, one that lasted in 
Slovenia for only four days. We became Balkan’s outsider, 
observing the horrors every day on the news, but never 
really experiencing it.
 It is in this time that many of these monuments have 
fallen into disrepair. The change of the ideological par-
adigm caused the necessity of creation of new memory 
politics and rewriting of recent history, a method that 
is widely referred to as historical revisionism. This in-
volved processes that can be read as iconoclasm, the 
erasure of monuments of the fallen regime (Horvatičić, 
00:00:05:29-00:005:40).
 Following the terrors experienced during World 
War I and World War II, a major part of the twenti-
eth-century mind-set and social investment was in the 
protection of memory, with WWII memorials being the 
most obvious case. Almost all Western war memorials 
of the period tend to shy away from depicting aggres-
sion, not showing the war as it actually was. One could 
argue, that since the Yugoslavian post war monuments 
do not only follow the aesthetic but also sociohistorical 
tendencies of the modernist monument, they should be 
considered as part of a larger corpus of Western memo-
rial production.
 So why have they experienced such a drastically dif-
ferent fate then the likes of the Memorial to the Fallen 
Jews of Europe in Berlin, or the Aschrott Fountain in 
Kassel? Perhaps the answer lies in the historic and po-
litical context in which they were erected. As previously 
established, they weren’t only spaces of solace and rec-
ollection, they also acted as political tools, a role more 
closely related to monuments of totalitarian regimes.

THE DIFFICULT HERITAGE OF A BROKEN PAST

As the years after the war passed and the memories became 
less painful and less clear, the monuments took on a new 
role. Because of the lack of a strong visual implication of 
what they were supposed to commemorate, people could 
project their own sentiments onto them. In the nation’s 
eyes, they became the embodiment of the Yugoslav ethos. 
This notion was carried through into the 90s. They be-
came unwelcome symbols of a unified Yugoslavia, targets 
of nationalist aggression and faced neglect and destruc-
tion. They were discredited as “communist”, instantly 
erasing their history of commemorating the victims of 
fascism and the antifascist struggle of World War II.
 It has been reported that by the turn of the millennium, 
more than 3000 memorial grounds have been vandalized or 
destroyed across the Balkan region. These acts of violence 
were largely carried out during night time, out of sight of 
the general public. While most of these instances weren’t re-
ported on, those that were, are now considered to be cover 
up stories. Following the destruction of one of the abstract 
monuments in Slavonia, a local newspaper reported that the 
concrete memorial complex was destroyed by strong wind3.
 Moreover, the successor states stripped the monu-
ments of their status as cultural monuments, a status they 
were given in Yugoslavia. This meant they no longer were 
protected by the state and became no one’s property. They 
were rendered out of mind. This is how my family saw 
them, as uncomfortable reminders of what they wanted 
to leave behind. As fragmented sentiments, connecting 
them to their past life. I was too young to understand. 
Being born after the dissolution of Yugoslavia, I never 
experienced them as propaganda, only as remains of my 
cultural heritage. I had nothing to resent them for.
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  DEATH OF THE MONUMENTS
I now understand that due to this drastic change of the 
political paradigm the monuments became empty ves-
sels. The fall of the regime, for which they were a political 
tool, stripped away all content, revealing them unable to 
refer to anything but themselves. After decades of damage 
and decay, they gained a lot of online attention and be-
came viral clickbait. It doesn’t surprise me anymore when 
they are referred to as being abandoned and forgotten or 
lumped together under the catch-all title of “communist 
monuments”.
 The Western media dubbed them “spomeniks”, a bas-
tardization of a Serbo-Croatian word “spomenik” meaning 
monument. The term was first used by Jan Kempenaers 
in 2006 as the title of his photobook documenting these 
monuments. By completely decontextualizing and strip-
ping them of all necessary tools for understanding them, 
Kempenaers focused on the obvious – their awe.
 The book was the start of their exoticization and the 
treatment of them as mute, incomprehensible objects of 
a foreign past (calvertjurnal.com). The pictures of the 
monuments spread like wildfire on the internet, often 
presented as alien like futuristic structures, with the term 
“spomeniks” commonly used. Because these monuments 
are inherently political, the foreign given name can be 
seen as problematic, as it helps to otherize them. It also 
highlights a Western perception of the Balkans as only 
peripherally associated with the project of Enlightenment 
in the Western world.
 As historian Maria Todorova states in her study 
‘Imagining the Balkans’, the narrative of the Balkans as 
Europe’s internal “other” dominates the history of the 
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region’s representation in Western art, literature and 
culture[18]. It presents a mystified story, a spectacle of 
timeless and incomprehensible cycle of passion. This no-
tion of the Balkans as Europe’s “orient”, an exotic “other” 
territory between East and West, needs to be challenged. 
It often leads to misrepresentation of the region’s culture, 
one that evokes a sense of cultural imperialism.
 Under postmodern political conditions, a neoliberal 
notion of plurality of cultures, or multiculturalism, has 
come to light. As no culture relations can ever be truly 
neutral, multiculturalism involves a Eurocentric distance 
and/or respect for local cultures not rooted in one’s own 
culture. This “respectful” distance from which one is 
able to appreciate other particular cultures involves a pa-
tronizing gaze, one that requires a “neutral” approach to 
that which you want to document or protect4. Doing so 
involves asserting one’s own superiority, revealing mul-
ticulturalism as a version of cultural imperialism of the 
multinational capitalist model.
 As a result, these places of remembrance became 
concrete clickbait. A shared Yugoslav experience of a 
revolution became only a cultural artefact, somewhat 
unreadable and vulnerable to commodification. They 
became silent backdrops for magazine photoshoots 
and music videos, exploiting them for their impressive 
visuals. Their online status as cultural icons becomes 
apparent when searching the #spomenik on Instagram, 
with more than 16.000 results. Most interestingly, a 
large portion of the posts using the hashtag isn’t about 
the monuments at all. This implies that the monuments 
became an online brand, one that is reduced only to 
boosting online traffic.
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Nowadays, I see the monument on Instagram much more 
often than in person. As digital paraphernalia, it lives in 
my pocket, a home away from home. We are foreigners, 
products of ever changing political affiliations and con-
texts, always looking from the outside. It doesn’t glisten 
anymore. Perhaps I know it too well now, or perhaps it 
only ever did in my memory.
 But it is still there. It still stands there, silently as part 
of a ruined web of unseen cultural markers. Now we greet 
each other as old friends, acknowledging its difficult her-
itage and trying to piece together my broken past.

 NOTES
1.  Martino Stierli and Vladimir Kulić, Toward a Concrete 

Utopia: Architecture in Yugoslavia 1948-1980 (New York: 
The Museum of Modern Art New York, 2018), 8.

2. Stierli and Kulić, Toward a Concrete Utopia, 7.
3.  Tomica Šuljić, Spoštuj vse mrtve, (Mladina, May 2005), 68.
4.  Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1997), 9-12.

Poetic is an adjective that is often being used to describe 
design, but what does poetic design actually mean and 
how are the two mediums linked together? A quick 
scroll through the internet finds: design projects that 
deal directly with poetry, like the poetry-spouting lion 
installation in London and Google’s Poetric, Poetic 
Design is a graphic design studio focusing on brand-
ing (well their website is down), a fictional conference 
by Karim Rashid and an undergraduate design course 
at University of Technology Sydney with the emphasis 
on the everyday. Search poetic as keyword on design 
blogs and the list goes on: “Minimal metallic stationery 
by Poetic Lab”, “Demeter Fogarasi’s Poetic Furniture 
chair appears to have been blown into shape”, “[The 
passport design] is very poetic and elegant” to name just 
a few. It does not take long to notice that the usage of 

NOTES ON POETICS  
AND DESIGN

By Pete Fung
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poetic in relation to design often has to do with their 
aesthetic - either minimalistic in appearance and/or 
simplicity of forms - as well as the medium (traditional 
craft based), and it is almost always attached to a gener-
al sense of positivity and uplifted-ness. The ambiguity 
of poetry is robbed and compressed into the confined, 
already established understanding of design. It seems 
to me that this superficial way of referring to formal 
quality is limiting the potential for a deeper and more 
nuanced relationship.
 It has not always been like this. Delving into the 
origin of poetry and design, there exists a curious ety-
mological link. The word poetry is derived from a variant 
of the Greek term, poises, which means “to make”. In 
this context, to make does not necessarily refer directly 
to the physical act of making but rather it represents the 
transformational notion of creation. Philosopher Martin 
Heidegger refers to poises as a “forth-bringing,” to bring 
something into existence that was not there before, to 
move away from one’s standing and become another. 
“The blooming of the blossom, the coming-out of a but-
terfly from a cocoon, the plummeting of a waterfall when 
the snow begins to melt”. It is a process in which the work 
reconciles thought with matter and time, a person’s un-
derstanding of the world. Through this, we can establish 
that poetry has a purpose to unpacking, revealing and 
connecting with others and at large, the world, and that 
this process is ongoing.
 Design, of course also means to make, to designate, 
to plot out. But from its Greek roots it also means to con-
ceptualize, to approximate - a vague or as of yet undefined 
process of genesis. From an archaeological perspective, 
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to design is what sets us apart as a species. Take the 
Acheulean hand-axes, for example, it was a tool, but it 
functions equally significant as ornament - contributing 
to the indeterminacy and potentiality of what is possi-
ble. It signifies itself being a tool and opens up other new 
forms of tools. It is a result of imagination and simultane-
ously a trigger for it. Archaeologist Beatriz Colomina and 
Mark Wigley describe to design is “to go beyond what 
is needed, to make something different or differently is 
crucial”. Here the link to design’s Greek roots becomes 
more visible. An idea that has been conceived, but not put 
in to action - whether intentionally or not. Rather than a 
defined act, or action, design becomes a space for the in-
determinate, an attempt to give form to elusive thoughts 
rather than a definitive answer.
 Within this line of thinking, we can see both design 
and poetry are never merely about making new things, 
they are processes of unsettling or continuing the world. 
They are both mediums of projection and engage in some 
level of manipulation of reality. Perhaps then, it is this 
sense of openness that is missing from the way we think 
about poetic design (and design in general) today. 
 One of the ways in which design closes itself off to 
this openness is its desire to “better” everything around it, 
rarely stopping to ask whose better is being rendered, and 
why. Poetry, however, embraces the uncertainty and looks 
at morality through curious and often acute lenses with a 
certain innocence or naïveté. I wish then to suggest a new 
form of poetic design that is more open, more closely re-
lated to the purpose of poetry - unpacking, unfurling, or 
untangling reality in such a way that we could come to em-
brace the unknown, the vulnerable and the hidden.
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To begin, let’s return to the notion the openness. In 
this context openness is connected to the question of 
engagement—the audience, the dissemination, the inter-
pretation, and the representation. Perhaps it is worthwhile 
to look at the quality of poetry and design and dissect how 
the two mediums function beyond authorship—as they 
leave the hands of their creator. Take dissemination as a 
quick thought experiment: Poetry is democratic. Poems 
are easily shared and transferable. The ownership of 
a poem doesn’t demolish as it is being shared more the 
same way when a designed object is being produced in 
multiples. The aura of a poem lays in the composition 
of words (signs); And the aura of a designed object rely 
more heavily on its physical presence and authenticity—
scarcity is often at play. 
 And on the notion of reality. Artist Ai Weiwei once 
expressed, “to experience poetry is to see over and above 
reality. It is to discover that which is beyond the physical, 
to experience another life and another level of feeling.” 
Design occupies every aspect of our lived experience; is 
design then too real to re/create poetry? Design in our 
lives are often presented in a stable and conclusive man-
ner as if there is a final answer to some unknown question. 
Is it possible though to see design as fragments, that they 
are ambiguous and are part of a larger ongoing narrative, 
that they are continuously changing?
 There have been attempts in the field of design to go 
beyond reality and to be a medium of speculation, rather 
than definitive answers. Designers Anthony Dunne and 
Fiona Raby, who coined critical and speculative design, 
argue “the challenge is to blur the boundaries between 
the real and the fictional, so that the conceptual become 
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more real and the real is seen as just one limited possibility 
among many.” This line of work often reveals the everyday 
things we take for granted, bringing the forgotten to the 
foreground of our consciousness. Almost 20 years on now 
since its inception, where is it now and is it enough?
 We could look at the MA Design Interaction at the 
Royal College of Art, led by Dunne and Raby as a poten-
tial alternative. A few who graduated from the program 
have embodied the principal of critical design and prac-
tice it beyond its object design roots - Extrapolation 
Factory workshops critical design, Gillian Russell curates 
critical design, and Nelly Ben Hayoun preforms critical 
design to name a few. Again, the emphasis here is mode 
of engagement. I believe that it is no longer enough for 
designers to simply make critiques and speculations that 
rely already established mediums or cultural sectors. We 
need to be accountable for the discourse we claim we gen-
erate and their effectiveness. It is only through this modes 
of working that we could begin decentralizing the formal 
understanding of design as a mean to an end to an ongo-
ing exploration that aims to provide agency to look at the 
world differently.
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Western culture has historically regarded sight as the noblest 
sense1. The resulting bias towards vision, and consequent 
suppression of the other senses, has led to a disappearance 
of sensory and sensual qualities in culture today. In order for 
humans to understand the world and our place within it we 
need peripheral vision, which the architect Juhani Pallasmaa 
defines as spatiality and the other, non-visual senses2.
 Humans are contained within and embody the sensory. 
Our perceptual reality is formed by the integration of our 
senses creating a unified conscious representation of our 
surroundings. Many fields and disciplines, however, situate 
the human experience in the visual realm. Design and art are 
traditionally experienced by visitors standing in front of the 
“object”. Visitors view and understand the object with their 
eyes. The object’s form, function, material, color and visual 
representation translate and communicate meaning.
 Sight can stimulate other senses, through the material-
ization of an object for example. But the act of looking at an 
object does not directly engage and stimulate other senses. 
Similarly to Pallasmaa’s observation in architecture, the in-
tentional incorporation and manipulation of spatiality and 
the other senses are often overlooked in design and art.
 With the oversaturation and bombardment of distract-
ing visual stimuli in the world, however, artists and designers 
need to rethink how they engage with their audiences. They 
have a role and opportunity to embody and ground people 
in their work and to remove them from the sensory cacoph-
ony surrounding them.

PERIPHERAL VISION  
IN DESIGN

By Ceola Tunstall-Behrens
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Fig. 1. Bill Viola, Nantes Triptych, 1992. Viola places three large 
screens in a dark room. The screens show visual and audio footage 
depicting birth, life and death; the left screen shows a wailing woman 
in the process of giving birth, the central screen shows a man floating 
underwater, and the right screen shows an old woman, Viola’s 
mother, taking rasping breaths on her death bed in hospital.

PERIPHERAL VISION IN DESIGN
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Bill Viola is a video and sound artist who is inspired by the 
“sensory, visceral… physical, spatial, totally consuming ex-
perience” of pre-Renaissance cathedrals3. Viola plays with 
these variables in his large-scale installations, purposely 
manipulating them in the representation and presenta-
tion of his art. In Nantes Triptych, an intimate and intrusive 
spectatorship on the lives of a pregnant and old woman 
are shared in the environment of a large dark room. The 
camera attracts your look, but the exasperating sounds of 
the women, in addition to the spacious room and other 
spectators, situate your body. This activation of your pe-
ripheral vision puts the visual material into perspective. 
Your emotional and visceral response become embedded 
in the all-encompassing experience – what Pallasmaa re-
fers to as “peripheral perception” that “transforms retinal 
gestalt into spatial and bodily experiences”4.
 The Soundscapes exhibition (2015) at the National 
Gallery in London, also took the viewing experience of art 
from a visual to an aural and spatial phenomenon. In the ex-
hibition, six sound compositions, that had been composed in 
response to six pieces of art, were exhibited alongside the art. 
A composition by Susan Philipsz’ accompanied the viewing 
of The Ambassadors (1533) by Hans Holbein5. The rise and 
fall of overlapping and intertwining discordant notes accen-
tuated the disharmony between the two ambassadors and 
created an eerie atmosphere in the room. This introduction 
of sound to the viewing experience allowed the space in the 
room to become visceral. It encapsulated the audience by 
grounding their senses in one conscious representation.
 Tate Sensorium, an exhibition at Tate Britain, London 
(2015), took a similar approach in creating a multi-senso-
ry, immersive experience6. Scents, sounds, edible chocolate 
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and a tactile experience were used to harness the audienc-
es’ senses whilst viewing four pieces of art. The designed 
integration of certain senses at certain moments and in a 
certain way aimed to trigger memory and imagination. In 
doing so the paintings and experience became more vivid 
and memorable. By going beyond the visual, a new realm 
of perception with an additional level of engagement is es-
tablished. The audience is directed on how to emotionally 
engage with and respond to the art and the sensuous, inti-
mate moment creates a deep attentiveness.
 In multi-sensory, interactive installations, the stimula-
tion of peripheral vision is not an add on to the visual realm of 
a work. It is embedded. New Spring designed by Studio Swine 
in collaboration with COS (2017), invited the audience to in-
teract with scented mist bubbles. The sensory activation and 
physical immersion in the spatiality of the installation ini-
tiated an embodiment of the moment. In Synth Play by the 
designer and artist Yuri Suzuki, audience members interact 
with one of five inflatable objects. By moving the objects, the 
sounds, lights and smells in the room are changed. Through 
play and improvisation, the installation becomes an im-
provised curation by a collective group of participants; the 
interpretation of the work is controlled by their embodied 
experience in the space. Live, sensory interaction from the 
environment directs the audience rather than temporally 
fixed sensory inputs. By allowing the audience to be a pro-
tagonist in the experience of the work, they connect with it 
in a sensorially full way, deepening the meaning of the work.
 The above works give examples of artists and design-
ers using spatial and sensorial approaches in their work. 
Each of them challenges ocular-centrism in culture and 
demonstrates the powerful effect of purposefully engaging 
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Fig. 2. Susan Philipsz, Air on a String (music composition 
accompanying Hans Holbein’s painting The Ambassadors), 2015. 
Three different sustained, discordant notes, played on a violin, are 
amplified from three different speakers. The speakers are placed at 
different edges of the dark room where the painting is on display. 
Susan Philipsz is an artist working with spaces, narratives and sound.

PERIPHERAL VISION IN DESIGN

Fig. 3. COS x STUDIO SWINE, New Spring, 2017. New Spring is an 
interactive, multi-sensory installation originally exhibited at Salone 
del Milano in 2017. An artificial tree blossoms with scented, mist-
filled bubbles. Visitors could interact with the bubbles which burst 
upon skin contact but not upon contact with textured fabric.
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Fig. 4. Yuri Suzuki, Synth Play, 2019. Synth Play is an interactive 
installation to create music. Participants engage with five inflatable 
objects which set off sensors manipulating the soundtrack, lighting 
and smell in the room. Yuri Suzuki is a designer, artist and musician 
working with sound.

PERIPHERAL VISION IN DESIGN
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audiences perceptually, spatially and temporally. The tem-
poral synchronization and integration of peripheral vision 
envelops the bodies of the audience, grounding them in 
time and space. They are removed from the external world 
and perceptually connect with the experience in an all-en-
compassing reality.
 As multi-sensory exhibitions, designs and instal-
lations are all about the experience, how should they be 
communicated and shared? If the main essence of the work 
is in the experience, can they be documented through im-
age and words? Or is their true essence only ever felt and 
experienced by the people who visit?

 NOTES
1.  Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin 

(Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Inc, 2005), 15.
2.  Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, 10.
3.  Linda O’Keeffe, “Sonifying Memory: Creative Approaches to 

Representing Socially Constructed Soundscapes”, in Sensory 
Art and Design, ed. Ian Heywood (London: Bloomsbury, 
2017), 91.

4.  Alice Primrose, “A beginner’s guide to Bill Viola”, Royal 
Academy, https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/article/
bill-viola-michelangelo-beginners-guide-bill-viola 
(accessed 21 May 2019).

5.  Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin, 13.
6.  Susan Philipsz, “Susan Philipsz responds to Holbein’s The 

Ambassadors”, published on YouTube August 12, 2015. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jXUqCkqNKmo. 
(accessed on April 23, 2019)

PLEASE DON’T SHOW  
IN MY RETROSPECTIVE

Visual essay by Rawad Baaklini

Saturday the 4th of May 2019
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New day, new battlefield.

PLEASE DON’T SHOW IN MY RETROSPECTIVE
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The dead can dance.

PLEASE DON’T SHOW IN MY RETROSPECTIVE

I opened the trunk of my car and found a trolley.
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The municipality cesspool.

PLEASE DON’T SHOW IN MY RETROSPECTIVE

They supported her till the end.
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“For though he was master of the world, he was not quite sure what 
to do next. But he would think of something.”

Perspectives after C  

This cloak won’t fix you.

PLEASE DON’T SHOW IN MY RETROSPECTIVE
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I put my foot on the dinner table. Can you airdrop it to me? 

PLEASE DON’T SHOW IN MY RETROSPECTIVE
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They came and visited me on my death bed that day.

no end, to This action,
unraveled, rewound,
With the body misplaced you change,
a line, an island, a border,
We are on the outside now.
Surface to thread,
unraveled, rewound,
Feet follow hands as hands persuade mind,
Counting, carrying on
As movements through time,
Through time which gives weight,
unraveled, rewound,
This is not new but there is no end

FORWARD. 
REWIND.STOP

By Meghan Clarke
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There is something like a logic of taste
Susan Sontag, 1964

A taste for the old and authentic, as within the devel-
opment of culture under an exchange economy the 
experience is increasingly mediated and abstracted. 
This feeling is substituted by a nostalgic myth of con-
tact and presence, formalized by the search for the 
authentic experience and correlatively, the search for 
the authentic object. Becoming social signifiers that 
carry the cultural DNA of entire civilizations, defin-
ing us as human being and part of the family picture. 
However, as part of our genealogical tree, those objects 
could be seen as a burden or something to idolize. But 
however authentic the object may be, it always looks 
fake in some way, insofar as it is presented as authentic 

ON THE LOGIC OF  
TASTE, HISTORICAL 

PROMISCUITIES AND 
RESTYLING 

By Etienne Marc
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in a calculated system of objects of representation in 
the domestic space, placed beyond the horizon of pres-
ent lived experience.
 Apart from taste governed by cultural significance 
and heritage, or lack of experience felt as authentic, 
there is a taste that aspires for the functional, signs 
of our current mastery and mediation of the present, 
under the guarantee of an all-powerful technical mo-
dernity, increasingly diabolized. But could we say that 
there is as well more natural mode of sensibility over 
contemporary resources, just as a mysterious attraction 
for the shine, just as moth are attracted by the bedside 
lamp, just as dragonflies by polished gravestone or just 
by any human by the reflection created by the swell in a 
bright summer day ? Could this mysterious attractive-
ness also be added to the matt, material of absorption 
by reference, lend its wearer a soft, tactile, almost sur-
real glow? Or should we consider these attractions as 
the result of cultural sedimentation?
 How, far back in time, away in space, should we re-
trace our steps to follow those silent thoughts defining 
our sensibility over objects?
 Regarding sensitivity, we collectively participate 
in the writing of an overloaded visual language, full of 
history and correlatively signs. This over layeredness 
tends to blur our own dealing with the good and bad 
axis of taste. However, we are not free from the symbols 
of the past, and from the availability of these forms to 
be considered as typological models. How, then, the use 
of sign—undeniably taking part in the way we consider 
objects and their legitimacy for being here—could be 
used as a tool to generate revisions?

ON THE LOGIC OF TASTE

 NOSTALGIA
Referring to Susan Sontag, the reasons for a nostalgic 
sensitivity lie in the gap between “culture and nature”. Or 
in other terms, in the inability to promote experiences in 
the contemporary environment as authentic or familiar 
in the almost universal adoption of a single modern lan-
guage in a single repertoire of typologies within design. 
The question of nostalgia is all the more topical nowa-
days. Motivated by the shift of an economy based on raw 
material to one based on information, it leads to an in-
creasingly mediated perception of our environment.
 Consequently, fear of the present leads to the mystifi-
cation of the past, and correlatively to the lust for antic or 
to an ironic sensibility over kitsch or mere reproduction 
of antics. But nostalgia is often not very objective: the past 
to which it refers has never existed other than in its nar-
rative, a narrative of a past that is often idealized. In short, 
the nostalgic moves from a present felt as inauthentic to a 
mediated realm, a theater played by furniture and direct-
ed by the nostalgic, the collector, or the respectful heir of 
a heavy heritage.

 ANTIQUES
Prominently displayed, antiques objects speak to the in-
dustrialization of the occupants of the house, occupants 
who therefore have become tourists of own their parent’s 
ways of life. They present themselves as relics which are 
first and foremost evidence of their own survival. The 
past in which they originated is studied in order to prove 
their survival and then the objects are declared authentic 
when their line of descent can be certified. Certified by a 
signature, by the luster resulting from repeated use, or by 
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the heredity of the object and its ability to have survived 
several generations within the same family. Thus antics 
object are lived as a sign as they do retains signifiers of 
quality and cultural significance.
 Likewise, antique objects are not just objects, they are 
“objects”, objects to be read in quotation mark. Objects 
that have been named and classified by typologies: The 
list is long. The starting point of this research, and the in-
terest in objects and materials and their symbolic value 
derives from a fascination for a chair, a chair that has been 
named Lyre.

 CHAIR LYRE
One may be tempted to see in this chair a survival of the 
traditional and symbolic order, but this object, although 
completely different from our contemporary objects, is 
totally part of our modernity and thus acquires its dou-
ble meaning. If the eighteenth-century is perceived by a 
sequence of excesses reinforcing the cliché of craft being 
only a stylistic device, whose principal—if not only—im-
pact is visual, the cabinet-makers of the second half of 
the eighteenth-century drew from the past a disruptive 
proposal to be perceived as rational marked by balance, 
measurement and vraisemblance, in opposition to the 
baroque aesthetics of their elders.
 If the object reflects in itself the elitism of the high 
society by these different signs referring to a cultural 
movement -fluted feet to signify the column, engraved 
details present in the antic architecture—it does reflect it 
by a second one. The yre, an instrument already obsolete 
in the eighteenth-century, drew to indicate that this chair 
is intended for the music room. Only.

ON THE LOGIC OF TASTE

In this way, I try to understand how however far-fetched 
it may be, this chair has become such an icon, a chair that 
has been moved from the music room to the living room 
or dining room, that has been reproduced by cabinet mak-
ers hundreds of times through centuries. The mythological 
signs refer to a place of origin, that of the original myth, that 
of the Olympus, but then a second: that of the aristocratic 
music salons of a bygone era. Both of those cases remain un-
available and guarantee the fantasy built by the idea of a life 
in Olympus, and that of attending a private concert accom-
panied by the highest members of a bygone (?) aristocracy. 
The object as always retain a surplus of historical references, 
and it is the constant chronic failure of the object that has 
elevated it to the status of an icon, where the historical con-
notation of the object has always been eye-popping.

 NOTES ON MAKING
Present both in the Palais de l’Elysée and in countless 
French homes, the price of this same chair can vary from 
the very widely accessible to the unaffordable, depend-
ing on the year, production methods and the signature 
of the master cabinetmaker. Having grown up with this 
chair in my dining room, it has earned me great fasci-
nation. Evocative and unashamed, capable of seduction, 
I wonder what the contrast between a deeply respected 
object would offer when confronted with resources con-
sidered poor, smooth, abstract by their cheap industrial 
origin and their anonymity. How the myth of such a chair, 
linked with quality could replace the deceptive essence of 
our contemporary resources before revealing that in the 
end, we have been duped. Would this method challenge 
preconceived social ideas about the value of materials?
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 VARIATION 1
The reproduction was first carried out with metal, the 
main substance of a heavy, cold industry, resulting from 
the mechanical ballet of contemporary forges. Drawing 
its primary substance from the earth, it is then heated, 
struck, cast to stand in a breathtaking verticality, forming 
the skeleton of the majority of the objects that surround 
us. Thus, more than a substance, the metal is the very 
idea of the sudden conversion of nature by a purely 
masculine image: that of Vulcan, creator banished from 
the Olympus, or that of a dark, muscular and all-pow-
erful industry. Therein lies a poetic order of metal that 
is increasingly disgraced, its “plastic” beauty, previously 
emphasized by its ability to be molded, engraved, struck 
with the greatest attention to detail, is extruded, frozen in 
a flat, stainless, impassive hardness, consents to the pro-
saïsm of its utility: osseous and structural functions.
 It is undoubtedly through the notion of fragility of 
the metal pieces of our elders, and through the finesse 
of their work, that I primarily use this material to repro-
duce the object. A beloved object is a fragile object: it is 
by integrating the notion of fragility into objects that we 
highlight its temporal aspect, close to human nature. The 
work thus operates as the inclusion of signs confronted 
with anonymity and abstraction of the product used, and 
the notion of fragility confronted with the impassibility 
of the latter materials.

 VARIATION 2
Whatever I use and whatever I’ve done, the method was 
always closer to a collaboration with materials to any kind 
of conscious manipulation and control. Thus the chair 
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is then produced in cardboard, the main substance for 
prototyping, packaging, DIY construct of some piñatas. 
Surprisingly, the latter material offered in its structure 
many ornamental possibilities. It is with an ironic smile 
that the chair is constructed and then covered with gold 
leaf, overlying the most miserable of surfaces. If card-
board and gold leaf work hand in hand and suggest the 
idea that these two materials can work as equal, I won-
dered what distinguishes this method to some kind of 
Disneyfication, fictional culture or reconditioning of an 
original character in a expunge, but always failed magical 
format. I assume that the difference lies in what the chair 
proposes, probably a question of ethics: the capacity of 
gold leaf to unveil some ornamental richness, by suggest-
ing quality via juxtaposition with a disregarded material. 
Worked in a seemingly arbitrary and seemingly careless 
way as the cardboard, avoiding its idealization, unveiling 
its capacity to propose value on one of the most disre-
garded matter.

 VARIATION 3
May this process be perceived as an attempt to reach abun-
dance, letting our prosaic effects have the opportunity to 
masquerade as luxury goods, timeless shapes, signifiers of 
a begone aristocracy before revealing that in the end you 
have been duped. It is absurd to divide materials into good 
and bad. Materials are either charming or tedious. Thus 
from their relative unpretentiousness and banality, there 
are more extreme and irresponsible in their fantasy—and 
therefore touching and quite enjoyable in their attempt. 
Can we enjoy, instead of being frustrated by, the failure of 
the attempt to enhance the beauty of the original?
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Time may enhance what seems simply dogged or 
lacking in fantasy now because we are too close to 
it because it resembles too closely our own every-
day fantasies, the fantastic nature of which we don’t 
perceive. We are better able to enjoy a fantasy as 
fantasy when it is not our own. (...) Another effect: 
time contracts the sphere of banality. (Banality is, 
strictly speaking, always a category of the contem-
porary.) What was banal can, with the passage of 
time, become fantastic.1

 PRE-INDUSTRIAL IMAGERY 
 IN A POST-INDUSTRIAL ERA
Reproduction distorts, But the resources used here would, 
therefore, prove their ability and capacity to parade, or 
just be as evocative as mahogany engraved with finesse, 
lacquered, gilded. These were the mental questions con-
structed while being on a hands-on approach, underlying 
another question: How to be a good plagiarist, or at least 
how to be a creative plagiarist.
 If the act of restoration appears to be a contemporary 
operation on an old object, it is always carried out with 
the greatest respect for the values that forged the original 
object. Men do not surround themselves with objects for 
their simple utilitarian value, from which certain objects 
must symbolize time, other signs must bear the building 
sense of identity relating to the social stratum to which 
this possessor pertain to or would like to be related with. 
Kitsch objects first and foremost appeared from an un-
ease, which tends to blurs even more our dealing with the 
present to form identity. Here we accept a disparity be-
tween intention and result :
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First, Kitsch is the democratization of preindustri-
al signs -reserved until then to the aristocracy- which 
hardly aims to recreate the original experience, and fi-
nally symbolizes not «transcendence but emergence in 
the speed of fashion»: looking at ornaments, details, for 
aesthetic reason. An ironic combination of preindus-
trial content and post-industrial forms offers a series 
of contraction in content/sign under which the collec-
tion operates. A purely anachronistic construction that 
undeniably categorizes itself into one of the forms of 
aesthetic of conception, a phenomenon that has always 
been disdained as “bad taste” or a cheap imitation.2

 However, if the latter system can be seen as the ex-
traction of historical signs for commercial purposes, 
there is a second facet behind this trend, would it not be 
a «sensibility of loss», a longing for old objects within an 
anonymous and growing, smooth and reductive indus-
try? This affirmation could be applied to the user, but 
certainly not to the creator of the Kitsch object: the signs 
of the produced object are not the subject. The subject 
is the folks, those to whom the kitsch object could be 
addressed, an object where all materiality has escaped to 
make rooms for the sign -predominant- in a total ironic 
combination of post-industrial mercantile content and 
pre-industrial forms.3

 Referring back to my practice, I can’t deny that the 
chair described previously only target group high culture, 
while hoping they consider their own prejudice about 
taste and materials ethic. Since I am talking about taste, 
or sensibility, or culture as a sensibility itself, I have to 
acknowledge the non-straight forward relation between 
the intention and performance of the object I am doing. 



137136Perspectives after C  

Taste, as explained by Susan Sontag, have no proof and 
system, and some could be disgusted by the deceptive es-
sence of the replicas. But I believe that experiencing such 
a theatricalization could have a real impact on another 
format: could this process be a learning tool for makers to 
generate value on the mundane not—financially speak-
ing—considering the same materials from one another 
sensibility?

 CODA
If the theoretical part of the thesis was, therefore, trying 
to define where lies that mysterious attraction, mainly 
sensual, regarding old objects and matter and our own 
prejudice about taste—resulting from an over-mediated 
experience of the environment that surrounds us—I rec-
ognize the fact that this research only scratches the surface. 
The immense love and hate affair we have over heritage, 
and therefore old objects, results in contradiction over 
time through an environment that continues to challenge 
our own perception on materials ethics. We collective-
ly partake in the writing of the over-layered language: of 
forms, though, aesthetic. This crisis of signs emerges in a 
genesis where lived and mediated experience are one. But 
the longing for experience felt as authentic often reside 
in its narrative. Although narratives offer transcendence, 
it lacks authenticity. Therefore, authenticity is no longer 
something of undeniable sincerity, relative to pure expe-
rience, authenticity has become something aesthetically 
true. Many medieval cities have been disneyfied, many 
domestic interiors have been musealized. In this outline 
of authenticity, we can see a simultaneous contradictory 
set of assumption.

ON THE LOGIC OF TASTE

If the inauthenticity of these objects results from their 
theatricalization, I see my own practice as a re-styling 
method, as a way to disrupt those mental processes. We 
are not free from the symbols of the past, and from the 
availability of these forms as typological models, regard-
ing the apprehension of those forms and the norm, rich 
in cultural diversity and history, undeniably taking part 
on current materials ethics. In the end, the hereditary 
nobility of matter and the good and bad axis of aesthetic 
only resides in a cultural ideology analogous to that of 
the aristocratic myth, or any social strata, and even this 
cultural prejudice is erased over time. But if we assume 
we are free, could we use this granted language to gen-
erate revisions? If gilding has so much significance and 
beauty in a seventeenth-century object, should an ordi-
nary gold lacquered ceiling lamp be granted the same? 
And if it should not, then how are we to treat this object 
as a materialization of social strata? May we follow my 
object as we can enter into the game of Mr. Jourdain’s 
dreams of nobility in Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme.
 I try to walk with distance from any form of ide-
alization of the past. Now, I want to create pieces that 
could stand next to the antique objects of our elders, 
pieces that could parade without any complexes regard-
ing their materiality. I want this method to intricate 
the prejudices regarding the theatricalization of the 
domestic sphere while generating value on what we do 
consider as banal, through this same—historical—the-
atricalization. “Another effect: time contracts the sphere 
of banality”, banality being “always a category of the 
contemporary”. I want to champion a space that brings 
trickery, spectacle, and humor. I want to produce objects 
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of enjoyment, appreciation, not judgment. Objects that 
relishes rather than judges, objects that could transcend 
the nausea of replicas.4

 NOTES
1.  Susan Sontag, Notes On “Camp”, in: The Partisan Review, 

1964.
2.  Susan Stewart, On Longing, Narratives of the Miniature,  

the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection, (Duke University 
Press, 1992).

3.  Celeste Olalquiaga, The Artificial Kingdom:A Treasury of the 
Kitsch Experience, (Pantheon Books, 1998)

4.  Susan Sontag, Notes On “Camp”, in: The Partisan Review, 
1964.

Note: this piece is best read in the shower.

My hometown Eindhoven is proud of its tap water. 
People will tell you the water is even cleaner and richer 
than bottled water from a mountain source. It is this 
near-holy water that sprouts both from drinking taps 
and shower heads. An average modern shower head 
uses 10 liters of water per minute. A one liter bottle 
of Spa Reine is 0,74 euro at a local supermarket. A ten 
minute shower consumes 100 liter. € 74,00 worth of 
water. Treat yourself.
 It takes a while before the shower is warm. I just 
stand there in the bathroom, naked. I could quickly 
shave or brush my teeth, before the mirror turns trans-
lucent. But I’m just waiting. The water is still cold. I can 
feel it somehow. I also think I can hear it, as if water 

DESIGNER GUILT
By Gijs de Boer
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drops popping on a surface sound slightly different, 
smoother, when they are warm. I’ve had this thought 
several times and planned to test it once – maybe 
I should Google it. In a lecture I heard that along with 
long walks and LSD, long showers are a shortcut to the 
creative part of your brain. I’m not sure if I want to 
Google if it’s true. It is a comfortable thought. A con-
venient one too; the warm water stream suddenly gets 
a function beyond a pure hedonistic one. It is not like 
I would really plan to have a long shower though. That 
would be bad, a premeditated long shower. I just know 
that it might happen. It’s weekend. There is no work 
waiting, no people, nothing to be done immediately. 
 I think a long shower captures the experience 
of living a privileged life. The discrepancy between 
personal experience and global effect. The challenge 
of merging existential struggles with daily delights. 
In short, I think a long shower is like a design project.
 It could be worthwhile to spend a long shower 
meditating on this conflicted feeling.
 Google says the average reading speed is about 
200 words per minute. That means we’re now at about:
 17,5 L
 When I walk into the workshop, I will likely meet 
Guilt. I might feel guilty for making, for not making 
enough, for aesthetic desires, for not daring to follow 
those, for being privileged to have these choices, for 
not making use of that privilege.
 I met Guilt at the Dutch Design Week of 2018, 
around the work of several Contextual Design grad-
uates. Giorgio Gasco dealt with the conflict between 
sustainability and making, by creating a place for 
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reflection: a Contemplative Bath. Siri Bahlenberg faced 
the guilt around the inevitable disposal of the things we 
buy in Guilty Pleasure, a series of objects visibly made 
of disposable materials. Romain Kloeckner catered to 
the often neglected production worker in Made With 
Pleasure, by introducing play in the process. Hala Tawil 
played with the creation of desire in Gradual Unease, 
where she dressed objects in the explicitly seductive 
aesthetic of cakes and hot dogs from cartoons.
 If Design still implies the production of useful ob-
jects, it seems guilt is the condition of contemporary 
design. To make is to use up material, while you, like 
Giorgio and Siri, become increasingly aware of global 
issues around resource extraction and waste disposal. 
Scaling up production means outsourcing labor, while 
you, like Romain, become increasingly aware of in-
equalities between you and the workers. Selling objects 
means taking part in the game of self-promotion and 
the creation of demand, while you, like Hala, become 
increasingly aware of the false promises of consumer-
ism and the superficiality of instrumentalized social 
contacts.
 There seems to be a fundamental tension between 
the practice of designing and the needs of the world. 
The world is on fire and the designer is guilty. If de-
signing is like showering, with guilt like water, what 
kind of material is this guilt and how to design with it?
 32,6 L
 A foggy feeling grows slowly with the wrinkles on 
my fingertips. I only notice the wrinkles when I touch 
something and feel how the surface to touch has it-
self turned wrinkly. Similarly, I only notice the foggy 
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feeling when my thoughts escape through my eyes and 
even through the clouded mirror they see a ghost-
ly figure that makes them aware of myself. I hope the 
neighbors don’t notice how foggy is my bathroom win-
dow; as if guilt is internalized shame. When I open my 
mouth to drink some shower drops, it suddenly echoes 
the global inequality that underpins my steamy priv-
ilege; as if guilt is embarrassment for the groups I am 
part of. I feel some pressure to think the right things, 
to make this shower pay off in epiphanies; as if guilt is 
the immaterial form of debt. 
 Whatever shape guilt takes, there seems to be a 
structure. When two guitar strings are not in tune, they 
will resonate in a third dissonant frequency. Much like 
two overlapping line patterns create a moiré effect. Or 
perhaps even like two soft sweaters rubbing make an 
electric shock. Guilt seems the dissonant, the moiré 
pattern, or the sudden shock that exposes a gap be-
tween behavior and belief. 
 And I don’t want to feel it anymore. It seems I should 
avoid Guilt; simply because when you feel guilty, you 
either did something wrong, which is something to 
avoid, or you didn’t, in which case the guilty feeling is 
unjustified, thus itself something to avoid. When guilt 
is relieved it feels like harmony, like being squeezed 
between two soft sweaters. It feels like my actions and 
ideals align, it feels like I’m whole again. 
 Would I get rid of my designer guilt when I close the 
behavior-belief gap? Perhaps this is a design problem.
 53,4 L
 Now people are looking at design. Clean your mess. 
Clean our mess. With crises in climate, migration and 
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finance, biases in the technologies that are supposed 
to help us out, and power shifting from public institu-
tions to private companies and capital, what can design 
do? The design world has not ran away from its guilty 
problems. On the contrary, design seemed an apt 
guilt-relief.
 A straightforward way to align behavior with 
belief is to adjust your actions: practice what you 
preach. Once I regret having taken a long shower, I can 
skip a shower to fix the lack through compensation. 
Designing can function well to seal such deals, provid-
ing neatly packaged solutions to chaotic issues. I can 
decide to make my cabinet from discarded material, 
equip my app with a time limit pop-up, or have my 
T-shirt sewn responsibly.
 The other way to close the gap is to shift the belief 
that judges: I can find an alternative justification. Just 
like my long shower might generate ideas that help me 
save the world, I can make a chair because it helps us 
realize our deep dependence on objects, or because it 
makes us aware of the continuous stream of e-waste, 
or even because it shows the impossibility of fixing the 
world with a chair. 
 Guilt gone.
 I step into the steamy stream. I rub my arms clean 
from sawdust particles and the guilt they carry. The wa-
ter drops make a warm-sounding hum. And through 
the soothing soundtrack I can only just distinguish a 
tiny voice: “Could a recycled object still be unneces-
sary? Do I really need a chair if the statement is clearer 
in words? Is guilt gone when it escapes so swiftly?” And 
just when I washed guilt down the drain, a new form of 
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guilt comes in through the bathroom window. I don’t 
feel guilt and it makes me feel guilty. 
 74,1 L
 You don’t have to accept every emotion you feel. 
Feelings like anger and jealousy can be grounded on 
underdeveloped mental constructions that, when de-
constructed, dissolve the feeling altogether. Perhaps 
Designer Guilt is built on a crumbling fundament. 
A designer would be guilty because she contributes to 
an object-producing economy that makes the world 
gloomy, but does she really?
 A designer does not have to be a fountain of useful ob-
jects. You can design social processes, exhibitions, films, 
or words. And even objects are not just there for use; may-
be mine are for research, or awareness, or speculation.
 Even when I change context though, guilt swiftly 
changes along. From “In a world full of stuff and short 
on resources, who needs another chair?” to “In a world 
full of information and short on attention, who needs 
another film?” and “in a world full of critical insights 
and short on initiatives, who needs another conceptual 
design?” Perhaps the guilt is less connected to the ob-
ject, and more to the effort itself. The idea that design 
can do good becomes a silent criterion that easily trig-
gers a feeling of guilt for doing wrong, or at least, a guilt 
for not doing better.
 Yet I wonder what difference one shower would 
make. I don’t eat meat so I effectively save thousands 
of liters a day anyway. And what else, a short shower? 
As if one showerer, one designer, can even change any-
thing. When people expect designers to defeat their 
guilt, that doesn’t mean we have to perform that role. 
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Maybe it’s even arrogant to take the hero’s part. It is 
quite tempting, but if everyone tries to, the dramatic 
impact is just as strong as your slightly blurred iPhone 
photo of the blood moon. Can’t design just be fun, 
pretty, or engaging, instead of being instrumentalized 
in some Grand Narrative where Design will save the 
world and the frame of justification is reduced to social 
relevance? 
 87,1 L
 There is a strange catch. When I succeed in reason-
ing away my guilt, it has become an irrational feeling. 
Like anger or jealousy, it is one to feel guilty about. I feel 
guilt and it makes me feel guilty. But wait, I shouldn’t! 
Too late.
 The behavior-belief gap persists. However well 
design serves as a guilt relief—compensating bad be-
havior, providing alternative justifications, finding an 
immaterial medium or hiding responsibility behind 
fun – it seems the relief is only partial. I can never fully 
act like I would like to act. I can never be fully happy 
with how I am. Like wrinkly skin, guilt forces me to 
reflect on how I don’t practice what I preach. On how I 
don’t preach what I can practice. 
 As long as we have ideals, it seems we are bound 
to fail ourselves, every day, and feel guilty. And maybe 
that is not something to avoid. Even if it is just for my 
tendency to blame my surroundings, guilt’s gaze in-
wards reveals how I am composed of my context. I feel 
guilty because the ideal me doesn’t take long showers, 
but asking why the actual me does, I notice the water 
drops are just too warm. The house too cold. My towel 
rack too far. Follow the guilt and find design.
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When guilt can be a crash course in context-depen-
dency, perhaps design should seek guilt and offer it to 
anyone in need. No responsible materials; make con-
sumption felt. No recycling; keep disposal dirty. No 
alternative justifications; follow unjustified intuitions 
and reap the guilt they shoot. Forget my aim to design 
without guilt; let the Guilt Rush begin.
 The question is how to design with guilt. No idea? 
Take a long shower.
 101,2 L

Vladimir Tatlin was a Russian painter and a theatre art-
ist, who from 1914 started to make installations. From 
1921 he also worked as a designer of everyday products, 
and for many years he was a very influential teacher. He 
was a theorist as well, although his texts are very short, 
sometimes only limited to a few slogans—albeit very 
cryptic ones. He was considered by many to be the ‘father 
of constructivism’, although he himself discarded his fol-
lowers, and called them ‘pseudo-constructivists’. Among 
them was Alexander Rodchenko, who became the most 
important Russian designer of the twentieth-century. 
Rodchenko acknowledged privately how much he was 
indebted to Tatlin: “I learned everything from him: the 
attitude to the profession, to the object, to the material, to 
production and to all of live…amongst all contemporary 
artists, he has no equal.”1

TATLIN AS A DESIGN 
THEORIST

By Sjeng Scheijen
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Constructivism is a term that from the moment when 
it was first coined in Russia in 1920, has amassed a large 
variety of meanings, but at least for Tatlin and his fol-
lowers it meant basically one thing—the integration of 
art into life. One of the means by which this integration 
should take place was the production of everyday objects. 
Of course the ambition of integrating art into life was 
shared by many radical modernists. It is the essence of 
Walter Gropius’ early manifestos and of László Moholy-
Nagy’s design theory. But Tatlin’s system (if that is the 
right name—maybe it is more a mentality then a system) 
has always been slightly different from his more cerebral 
contemporaries like Gropius and Moholy-Nagy.
 Today the name of Vladimir Tatlin is still pri-
marily associated with the Monument for the III’rd 
International, also titled Tatlin’s Tower. This last name 
is not a gimmick, or merely a nickname. Both names 
together signify that the Tower is both a product of the 
artistic engagement with the Russian revolution, but also 
a very personal work of art, a work that is identified, not 
by a program, or a concept, but by the hand of its mak-
er. The Monument for the IIIrd International combines 
a utopian vision, with a utilitarian program, a grand 
assemblage of historical and cosmic metaphors, with 
highly personalized aesthetics.
 Tatlin’s Tower therefore encompasses the most fun-
damental question within the modern theory of design: 
how can designers be productive within society, and take 
responsibility for the development of society, by supply-
ing products, that are defined and determined by their 
usefulness (and maybe codified by an internal ideologi-
cal logic that the designer does or does not support), and 
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by doing so becoming a chain in the production and con-
sumption process – and at the same time preserve their 
identity as artists, that is, a person whose labour and the 
results of it, do not originate from outside ‘demand’, or 
from a ‘problem’ to be solved, nor from an external ‘re-
sponsibility’, but from a ‘creative impulse’, ‘inspiration’, an 
‘idea’ or whatever you want to call the inner need to cre-
ate something, where there was nothing. 
 In this short paper I would like to use various aspects 
of Tatlin’s Tower, to shed some light on his thinking on 
design, and the particular ideas that he developed to con-
quer this fundamental question.

 MACHINE AND MAN
From the moment Tatlin presented his Tower in the 
spring of 1920 in Petrograd (now St. Petersburg) it was 
framed as an example of machine art—a new type of art 
that did not concern itself with the representation of ma-
chines (as for example the Italian futurists did), but with 
the actual building of machines from an artistic perspec-
tive, that is with an artistic sensibility. The Tower is not a 
representation of a machine, but a kind of machine itself, 
a kinetic construction, with continually moving parts. 
Within the Tower’s frame, or skeleton, five moving “vol-
umes”—a cube, a pyramid, a cylinder, and a half-sphere 
are located.2 These “volumes” were conceived to become 
buildings, mostly offices with a public character each 
with a specific designation.
 The concept of Machine Art was not yet fully devel-
oped then, but however it’s meaning was understood it 
was meant as an ode to the beauty of the machine. Alfred 
J. Barr defined it in the influential MOMA catalogue to 
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the exhibition Machine Art in a Platonian sense: “The 
beauty of machine art is in part the abstract beauty of 
“straight lines and circles” made into actual tangible 
“surfaces and solids” by means of tools,” lathes and rulers 
and squares.”” (the fragments in double quotes refer to 
Plato’s treatise on beauty in Philebus)3

 But the beauty of Tatlin’s “machine” is not at all a trib-
ute to “an abstract beauty of straight lines and circles’” 
Although the Tower may seem to resemble a machine, 
the actual construction of the Tower is illogic, unsys-
tematic and personal, and is quite different from the 
preparatory drawings and plans, as the various craftsman 
who tried to replicate Tatlin’s edifice from the mid-sev-
enties on, found out when they were struggling to copy 
Tatlin’s forms. The curves of the double helix are not only 
irregular, but also asymmetrical. The lines rise steeply, 
then become almost horizontal, after which they rise ac-
cording to an again different gradient. Tatlin’s Tower may 
look like a machine, or an engineer’s project, like Eiffel’s 
tower, but it is something different. Tatlin’s program is 
not the display of technology as an example for a more 
perfected, rationalized society, it is, on the contrary, the 
humanization of technology that he proposes.
 As Anatoly Strigalev put it: “For Tatlin artistic in-
tuition, and artistic creativity, armed with professional 
skills in designing and structuring, could with public 
support, contribute to the humanization of technolo-
gy.”4 In other words, it was not the role of the designer 
to shape technology in order to make it more practical, 
or user-friendlier, but to ensure the wholeness of man in 
its confrontation with technology, and to ensure man’s 
dominance over it.
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 WHOLENESS AND HARMONY
The most important threat to the wholeness of modern 
man, in the age of technology, was by many considered 
to be specialization and reproduction. The specialization 
of labor would force people to marginalize important 
aspects of their personality, and disintegrate its whole-
ness, in favor of a narrow ‘specialism’ that could be fitted 
into an ever more alienated industrial process. The fruit 
of this system would be the reproduction, or endless 
copying, of produced goods, some more necessary for 
the well-being of people than others. It is exactly this 
mindless copying of mass produced items that—many 
would fear—produce a society of copied, faceless objects, 
devoid of personality, devoid of the ‘hand’ of its maker, 
narrow and boring, that existed with one purpose only: 
to break apart after time in order to make room for an-
other object.
 In a series of two articles published in 1930 Tatlin 
tried to establish a theory of objects and designer. The 
articles were titled: “The artist as organizer of everyday 
life’ and “The problem of the relationship between man 
and object: let’s declare war on chests of drawers and 
sideboards.” Both texts he ends with the same paragraph, 
start with the outcry: “Our whole life, and manufactur-
ing, are burdened with things, and especially the kind of 
things, that contain other things. We should seek to de-
stroy them, and take from them only separate parts and 
enter them into the architecture of the building.”5

 In principle these texts, with their support for reduc-
tion of superfluous purposes within objects, resulting in 
a bare functionality, could be read as a plea for function-
alism and minimalism, and in part they are. In that case 
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they should be considered as early texts in the history of 
classic modernism.
 But Tatlin continuously argues his plea for simplicity 
with the support for “the organic form” and a wholeness 
of form. His wish to eliminate objects is a protest against 
the “compartmentalization” of the world and is support-
ed by a plea for an organic relationship between man and 
object and a ‘wholefied’ architecture—that contains as 
few “stand-alone” objects as possible.
 Tatlin, in short, addresses the question why techno-
logical progress needs to evolve into a system of endless 
“production”, and a cycle of overconsumption and over-
production. Because if this is true technological progress 
will not lead to ethical or psychological progress, but to 
the enslavement of men to objects, and the enslavement 
of man to labor.
 In opposition to this destructive model of moderni-
ty, he makes a plea for an organic relationship between 
man and object, in which the object is durable, attractive 
to the senses (especially touch), comfortable, and only 
existing to relieve humanity of the burden of existence.
 In the Tower this program is addressed fundamen-
tally. With its ostentatious presentation of high-tech 
engineering, its colossal magnitude that only could be 
realized thanks to technological progress, its represen-
tation of the materials of the industrial era—steel and 
glass—it represents a monument to progress. But the 
symbolical meanings that are indebted in the design, do 
not signal modernity but eternity, not progress but or-
ganic stasis. Or to be more precise, it does not represent 
a linear understanding of time (progress or regression), 
but a circular one.

TATLIN AS A DESIGN THEORIST

The moving volumes within the structure should be mov-
ing with the same speed as our closest cosmic bodies, the 
earth and the moon. The cube evolves in one year, the 
pyramid in a month, the cylinder in a day. By mimicking 
the movement of earth and moon, the Tower functions in 
a way as a gigantic cosmic clock.
 The angle of the Tower (it is not a straight structure 
but leans forward) continues exactly the angle of the 
earth’s axis. The projected height of Tower was estimated 
slightly more than 400 meters, exactly 1/100.000 part of 
the earth’s equator.
 Al this symbolism may seem childish, but it only man-
ifests itself after careful analysis, it is never ostentatious. The 
childish, or childlike character of the Tower is actually there 
as a kind of secret message. While pretending to be a serious 
political, utopian gesture, it is filled with a childlike imagina-
tion. The Dadaists were the first to understand this.
 The Tower is a Trojan horse that infuses the supremacy 
of intellect with the demands of the child, with the urge to 
play, the quest for comfort, and with a childish understand-
ing of nature. The Tower is a clockwork, a machine that 
moves not for a reason or a function, but to experience the 
joy of moving forms. 
 The Tower is a toy.

 NOTES
1.  A.M. Rodchenko, Stat’i, vospominaniia, avtobiograficheskie 

zapiski, pis’ma, (Moskva: Sovetski Chudozhnik, 1982), 85.
2.  In the realized model, the cube was replaced by another 

cylinder.
3.  Machine Art, (New York: the Museum of Modern Art, 

NY, 1934), (intr. by Alfred H. Barr and Philip Johnson), 
9 (unnumbered page)
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4.  Anatoly Strigalev, Tatlin i Chlebnikov, in: Iskusstvoznanië, 
2007, nr. 3-4,  410-411

5.  Reproduced in: Formalny Metod. Antologia Russkogo 
Modernizma (ed. Sergei Ushakin) ‘Moskou: Kabinetny 
Utsjony, 2016, III (intro. Julia Vaingurt)), 883-884

In the past fifteen or twenty years, the attitude towards 
making has evolved. Making has been raised to the level 
of thinking, at least in circles like academia, research and 
design. Books like The Craftsman by Richard Sennett were 
seminal in raising the appreciation and understanding of 
making. Many fields, like art, research and philosophy, 
have benefited and evolved from the integration of mak-
ing. Paradoxically, making itself has not evolved beyond 
mere glorification and remains defined through the lens-
es of craft and bricolage. 
 Can making evolve? Can we think of the future of 
making? Perhaps the task seems impossible or vain con-
sidering that making is an age-old endeavour. But the 
overwhelming effect of the Maker movement has led to 
making fatigue, or at least questioning. Designers and 
makers who actively shaped that movement certainly feel 

MAKING COMPLEXITY 
FATIGUE TOOK OVER 

THE MAKER MOVEMENT. 
IS A FUTURE POSSIBLE?

By François Chambard
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like that. Gregory Buntain of Fort Standard and David 
Weeks, both based in Brooklyn, are reluctant to endorse 
the maker label. “We like to make but we are not makers” 
says Buntain during a studio visit. It is somewhat of an 
absurd statement, yet a powerful one. Designers who rely 
on making see making as a means to an end, not a final-
ity, a method of interplay between design and materials. 
Similarly, Oskar Peet and Sophie Mensen started OS & 
OOS in 2013 in Eindhoven at a time when it was the norm 
to embrace making and self-production. Today there is 
less an urge in making and even some guilt in making, 
and overall an evolution towards dematerialization. They 
focus more on conversations with clients and authoring 
unique concepts, recognizing that design has become 
more abstract and driven by representation of objects, less 
than by objects themselves, including at Design Academy 
Eindhoven where they graduated from and regularly 
teach. “Over the years the whole idea of making at the 
Academy has changed quite a bit” comments Peet in an 
interview. The feeling of discomfort or unease with mak-
ing is not limited to designers and practitioners. In Design 
as an Attitude, the design critic Alice Rawsthorn wonders 
“whether there has been the same degree or experimenta-
tion within established craft disciplines as there has been 
among the designers and artists who have ventured into 
their terrain; perhaps not yet.”
 Often conversations about making quickly end up 
revolving around craft and handwork, rooted in nostalgia 
and in a naïve way of idealizing the way things used to be 
made. The line is blurry between craft and making, and 
appreciating where both overlap and differentiate is nec-
essary in gauging any possible future for one or the other. 

Rob Faludi, head of Product at Perceptive Things and pre-
viously professor in the Interactive Telecommunications 
graduate program at NYU explains in an interview that 
craft is a repetitive act, an endless and mindful quest of 
perfecting a specialized task, while making is the pro-
cess of undertaking something new, something you are 
not necessarily good at or you just do not know. Daniel 
Charny, the internationally renowned curator, consultant 
and educator, made a similar distinction for “The Power 
of Making” exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum 
in 2011. The exhibition catalog explains that “traditional 
ways of making have accumulated over generations. They 
are passed down from person to person, often through ap-
prenticeships, and learned through repetition. Innovative 
making is less rehearsed, and may be less reliable. But it is 
more exploratory, with the potential to open up dramat-
ic new directions. This can involve redirecting existing 
skills, or creating new ones from scratch. All knowledge, 
even the most traditional, can be new for any individual. 
But some knowledge is new in the world.”
 There is indeed an obvious connection between 
craft, making and knowledge. Craft is more about the 
acquisition and perfection of existing knowledge while 
making is more about the generation and sharing of new 
knowledge. Of course there are some overlaps. Nowhere 
is the relationship between making and knowledge more 
essential than in the field of Research Through Design 
(RTD), a relatively recent field where making has taken a 
true strategic role by supporting otherwise traditionally 
theoretical and academic activities. Pieter Jan Stappers, 
professor of Design Techniques at TU Delft, with a spe-
cial focus on Research Through Design and Experiential 

Laura Herman
wrong titles
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Prototypes, likes to explain RTD by stating the contri-
bution of competent designerly actions towards the 
creation of knowledge to be used by others. In an in-
terview in his office, Prof. Stappers asks: “Is it exactly 
design, is it arts, is it engineering? There is not one single 
answer. I am interested how you make use of your de-
sign skills to produce something that is bigger than the 
artifact that you make. And from which other call learn.” 
Prof. Stappers does not consider RTD as a prescriptive 
field and does not recommend a specific way it should 
be conducted. In the book Research through Design, he 
provides diverse examples of work qualifying as RTD 
including the research work of DAE alumnus Karianne 
Rygh in 2.5D Printing Technique, as well as the Wright 
Brothers who achieved the first powered flight in 1903. 
“Well before it was established, they exhibited a lot of 
the spirit of RTD that was driven to achieve an effect, 
generating an enormous amount of knowledge which 
gives guidance and also having a spirit of industry which 
impacted society very strongly.” By using making to de-
velop one’s own process and achieving results that could 
not be achieved otherwise, the expert rises the level of 
one’s craft. That is the essence of RTD and an encourag-
ing application of making.
 The difference between craft and making becomes 
evident in the way spaces are shaped in workplaces where 
design through making is performed. Places that rely 
more on traditional and stereotypical making methods 
tend to separate the making workshop(s) from the de-
sign studios without demonstrating integration. Often 
design studios claim their commitment to making yet 
relegate that activity to a separate room with a few tools 

and a workbench, annihilating any chance of innovation 
and experimentation, of developing “knowledge new to 
the world.” Studios that truly value making dedicate a lot 
of attention to their physical shops. IDEO, whose CEO 
Tim Brown has championed the term “thinkering,” was a 
pioneer in the field, allocating a lot of space where ideas 
could be explored and nurturing the culture of artifacts, 
keeping and archiving them for each project. The New 
Lab in Brooklyn is a prime example where a new culture 
of making is nurtured. Opened in 2016, The New Lab is 
a 7800m2  space hosting over 700 entrepreneurs and de-
signers, known as “members.” The space was designed 
with the idea that craft should be evolved, eschewing the 
stereotype of the craft maker and recognizing that craft 
and technology are intertwined. Maker spaces, prototyp-
ing labs, studios and workspaces are blended together. 
The design evolves the typical language of tech work-
spaces, erasing the feeling of goofiness and adult-child 
play found in tech companies offices, and conveying 
a feel of 70’s hi-tech design, reminiscent of the work by 
Superstudio or Gaetano Pesce. At the end, The New Lab, 
located in the already spectacular and sprawling site of 
the renovated Brooklyn Navy Yard as a campus of urban 
technology renaissance, is a powerful beacon for future 
making. Site visits at various design studios show that 
design and making sometimes reach an interesting and 
novel level of integration. Bower Studios, for example, 
also in Brooklyn, moved into a new space last spring, or-
ganized around a seamless flow of work and creativity, 
with overlapping areas in a pristine and airy white-box 
space dedicated to concept, design and fabrication, an 
ideal physical embodiment of a new material culture.
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Perhaps schools and universities are the places that most 
reflect a progressive or a traditional attitude towards 
making. Design Academy Eindhoven is surprising-
ly traditional with cramped workshops disconnected 
from the studios and workspaces (they are located on 
different floors), limited access and a very small empha-
sis on digital fabrication. In contrast, The New School’s 
Parsons School of Design in New York City overhauled 
its workshops over the past few years to turn them into 
a large integrated Maker Center. The Maker Center is 
conceived as a shared resource with shared tools. It ex-
ists as its own “nation” explains Daniel Michalik, head 
of the Product and Industrial Design bachelor program 
during a site visit. The Maker Center’s location is central 
in the school with a main space (containing woodshop, 
metal shop, textile, 3D printing) and smaller satellites 
and spaces (Ceramics, CNC, Printing). There is no sep-
aration between spaces, allowing students to navigate 
from one space to the other 24/7. Merging of disciplines 
and fields are encouraged, facilitating unprompted con-
versations and pushing the bonds on how things are 
made. One example is the BYOF program (Build Your 
Own Factory) where students invent new processes 
by building their own tools and machines. Students 
secretly influence each other. Cranbrook Academy of 
Art in Michigan has just opened the 4D Design gradu-
ate program. By doing so, Cranbrook intends to infuse 
its craft-based DNA with a broad range of outcomes 
including interactive objects, projected images, embed-
ded electronics, applied robotics, computer-controlled 
machining, 3D printing and mixed reality environ-
ments. The new department is headed by Carla Diana, 

designer, author, educator, ongoing collaborator at 
Georgia Tech Socially Intelligent Machines Lab and a 
Fellow at the innovation firm Smart Design. Diana is 
a visionary designer in technology, yet has attached a 
great importance to making throughout her career. In 
an interview she observes that while “so much of the 
money has been spent in designing software and things 
for screens, I have been a person that focuses on physi-
cal things that have a digital component to them. It has 
always been a fierce fight or energy to me.” That energy 
is palpable in the new 4D design department and is the 
promise of a shift for making.
 Somewhat unexpectedly, archeology provides 
a framework to look at craft not so much as a static prac-
tice on the way things are made, rooted in the past, but 
rather as an instrument to understand and shape the 
world through materials. Maikel Kuijpers is an Assistant 
Professor of Archaeology of Early Europe at Leiden 
University, with a main focus on craftsmanship and 
skill. Kuijpers argues that the modern notion of craft is 
an anachronistic, political and contrived construction 
that first originated with the Arts and Crafts movement 
in the nineteenth century to counter the rise of mass-pro-
duction and convey a sense of loss on how things were 
supposed to be made previously. In an interview, Kuijpers 
comments that “a popular contemporary notion of craft 
is to see it as unique, handmade, quality objects, and 
typically opposed to mass-production.” That position re-
inforces Glenn Adamson’s argument in The Invention of 
Craft, stating that craft is a function of industry, not its 
opposite. Such popular stereotyping on craft perdures to-
day with craft fetishization.
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In his paper “Material Is the Mother of Innovation,” 
Kuijpers takes the example of the Bronze Age to illustrates 
how craft shapes the future. Around 2500 BC, copper and 
tin were first mixed to produce bronze. The process of 
bronze-making was a radical shift from prior process-
es relying solely on reductive technologies (e.g. stone 
carving) or additive technologies (e.g. basket weaving). 
Bronze making is a transformative process by pour-
ing a melted liquid into a shape into which it solidifies. 
“With  bronze, making truly became designing” writes 
Kuijpers. By conceiving the negative shape of the mold in 
which the final object will be cast, the Bronze Age was a 
significant leap in human cognitive abstraction. Also the 
ores were never found together and mined from distant 
places, which required the creation of roads and a trans-
portation infrastructure that was previously nonexistent, 
initiating a process of geographic and cultural unifica-
tion. Finally bronze making enabled multiple copies of 
the same object for the first time, which ”brought about 
changes of a magnitude comparable to the effect of the 
photo-camera on the world of art… Bronze created a new 
world with new possibilities, not only in terms of pro-
duction and trade, but because it helped people think.” 
Kuijpers invites us to think of craft and making in terms 
of “material mentality,” helping us realize how our choice 
of new materials will shape our future, arguing that the 
use and transformation craftspeople will make of them 
will change and shape the world in deep and unpredict-
able ways. We shape materials. Materials shape us.
 Few studios and designers have attempted to capture 
the power of craft as a transformative tool in shaping new 
materials, processes and behaviors. Unfold in Antwerp is 

one of the most striking examples. During a studio vis-
it, co-founder Dries Verbruggen explains how Unfold 
performs a balancing act between being respectful of the 
history of making, resolutely embracing forward-think-
ing technology. By doing so Unfold does not put craft on a 
pedestal or romanticize the past but uses craft as a tool to 
constantly reinvent the future. To do so, Unfold concen-
trates mostly on scaling down technology and industrial 
processes to the level of the individual, making the large 
and complex, relatable and personal. Unfold’s process has 
been described as “riding on the edge of control.” One of 
Unfold’s early projects was the development of propri-
etary ceramic 3D-printers yielding entirely novel shapes, 
half architectural, half biological, in a co-making process 
with the machines. In a very recent project, Unfold is col-
laborating with an 85-year-old comb maker in Zagreb as 
part of the International Program MADE IN, dedicated 
to the relationship between crafts and design. The old ar-
tisan is the last one in his field in the world and cannot 
find somebody to take over the trade, in spite of all the talk 
about craft revival. Unfold is installing a robot arm in the 
artisan workshop, programming it to learn the ancient 
craft as an apprentice. Verbruggen wonders “If nobody 
wants to learn the craft anymore, then what should we 
do? Maybe we need to preserve the trade for 100 years 
until there is a renewed interest in these things. The robot 
arm will help. The robot arm is also questioning society. 
Everybody is speaking about the robots, feeling a little 
threatened. But they can do jobs that nobody wants to 
do. A robot also does not complain, does not get tired. 
A little bit like the sympathetic robot in Wall-e. Cleaning 
up our mess.”
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Understanding, sharing and appreciating the world 
through making and materials is an argument that the cu-
rator and writer Glenn Adamson is making in his last book 
Fewer Better Things by proposing the concept of Material 
Intelligence. We’d like to see as a counterpoint to Artificial 
Intelligence. Adamson agrees that materiality is the thing 
AI struggles with most, and that Material Intelligence 
can be a possible mediator between analogue and digital. 
However he feels that Malcolm McCullough has already 
convincingly addressed those issues in Abstracting Craft 
in 1997. Perhaps more radically, beyond shaping possible 
futures through materials, Adamson suggests that mak-
ing can help us understand and shape the unprecedented 
complexity we live in, a position first proposed in the es-
say “The Complexity Complex” published in Frieze in 
2017. During an interview Adamson elaborates: “I came 
to the idea that one way of satisfyingly accounting for our 
political conflicts at the moment would be to think not 
in terms of right wing vs. left wing—it is a 20th centu-
ry condition—but instead of thinking of pro-complexity 
and anti-complexity. Or to be more specific of people that 
welcome complexity and despite its problems trust hy-
per complexity and globalism to get us to a better place 
as a social network vs. people who find complexity over-
whelming and fear it and want to close the door.” Within 
that complexity spectrum, Adamson thinks of making as 
a helpful conceptual tool and further explains: “Because 
making is an inherently very frictional affair, it actually 
does create a little epicenter of certainty within what is 
otherwise an incomprehensible system. So I think of it 
like a router—like on a boat. The problem is that if you 
are on an unmapped ocean, you are not going to be able 

to use any kind of tool to understand the territory. One 
thing you know for sure you will need is a way of steering. 
For me, making is the router.”
 In the Frieze article, Adamson provides numerous 
examples of how design in general and making in spe-
cific can help gain greater awareness of complexity and 
avoid disengagement from it by providing “a pathway 
to insight about complex systems.” An example is False 
Color Imaging that reveals what regular satellite imaging 
cannot and is critical in visualizing and understanding 
the effects of climate change. Another example is a com-
puter model inspired from 3D movie animation used to 
prototype real-world human behavior, like anticipating 
the crowd movements in the London Olympic Stadium. 
It seems that the article examples come a lot from science 
and technology. However, in a conversation, Adamson 
makes things simpler and more practical by referring 
back to Material Intelligence: “The point of Material 
Intelligence is to employ a more neutral term, implying 
a certain openness and adaptiveness, a readiness to deal 
with new circumstances and also acknowledging that 
there are some things that are staying constant, that are 
not cultural—they are the physical things.”
 At the end it is of course naïve to hope that we can 
escape making. The Maker movement has gone too far, 
or actually not very far at all, by simply focusing on the 
tools and the practical outcome of making practices. It is 
mesmerizing to look back at the history of making and 
consider that it started with simple additive and reductive 
processes, to finally yield more and more evolved trans-
formative technologies and processes. Making was the 
gateway to cognitive abstraction. Today we have reached 
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extreme levels of abstraction and complexity, and access 
to complexity, ones that go well beyond the capacity of 
human cognition. Yet it might well be making practices 
that helps us make sense of all of that, by raising the level 
of awareness and guaranteeing ethical responsibility. 
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ABOUT DESIGN ACADEMY EINDHOVEN

Design Academy Eindhoven (DAE) is one of the most ac-
claimed institutions for design learning in the world. It is 
recognized for its forward-thinking and renowned pro-
fessors and alumni, who have made great advances in the 
design field. DAE is an accredited university of the arts, 
offering both BA and MA degrees, specialized in higher 
education in design.
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Artistic talent, curiosity, a researching attitude, and the 
eagerness to redefine design, time and again—that’s how 
we would describe author designers—the kind of design-
ers we intend to educate at Contextual Design.
 Designs represent the cultural, social and technolog-
ical reality of their time, as well as the prevailing views on 
ethics and aesthetics. Apart from being markers of their 
time and context, they can contribute to significant soci-
etal transformations and change the way people act and 
experience the world. Designs shape our daily lives; de-
signs even shape to a large extent who we are. In spite of 
the obvious importance of this cultural domain, a pleth-
ora of pointless things has polluted the world as “design”. 
Apparently, there was a market for them. We take another 
approach and don’t accept the market’s infinite urge to 
produce novelty for the sake of novelty, while ignoring 
the humanitarian and environmental implications of 
boundless consumerism and production. 
 How to make sense of the world? How to deal with 
both local and global developments? How to deal with daily 
life? Of all cultural domains, design is probably the one 
that is most firmly grounded in reality.The old views on 
design, including the problem-solving paradigm, no lon-
ger suffice for today’s complex reality. New perspectives 
are needed. 
 At Contextual Design we try to reformulate the es-
sence of design, by asking: “In which world do we want to 
live and what is needed to make that happen?” Each new 
design should become a meaningful node in a network 
of valuable relationships with other people, things, con-
texts. Thus the discipline becomes a way of reflecting on 
the world, a practice of cultural critique. 

OF CONTEXTUAL DESIGN

How to educate tomorrow’s practitioners and theorists 
within a domain in which so ma ny fields—ranging from 
aesthetics, culture, technology, to ethics and politics—in-
tertwine? It starts by acknowledging we cannot know and 
predict the future with certainty, by acknowledging the 
importance of the personal drive and imaginative talent 
of the individual designer, and it starts by acknowledging 
design as a multidisciplinary and hybrid practice.
 These insights are mirrored by the Contextual Design 
programme, which underlines a focus on mentality, on atti-
tude, rather than a strict area of cultural production. Of our 
students we expect an eagerness to research and analyse the 
world in which they live, the boldness to dream beyond the 
known, and a desire to come up with imaginative alternatives 
where needed. The outcomes of the students’ imaginations 
and research can vary. A critical analysis of a theme can for 
instance lead to a sober representation of the topic at hand or 
to an artistic and provocative comment. Hands-on material 
experiments can lead to innovative functional products, or 
the invention of new materials and production techniques. 
Brooding on possible futures can call for clever strategies 
and realistic interventions in society, or they can open up 
utopian vistas. To get a grip on the distinct position each stu-
dent wants to take within this field, we encourage students 
to trust their artistic intuition and the insights gained from 
their cultural backgrounds; we encourage them to experi-
ment with materials, forms, functions and ideas, increase 
their knowledge of various contexts, and formulate their 
ideals for influencing society through design.

Louise Schouwenberg
Head of MA department Contextual Design






