Designs You Don’t Know WhatTo Do With: A BOOK ABOUT DESIGN AND ITS ALTERNATIVES

g

THE MEAN I NGs oF




e ilE
B B

EMEERE—RBEUBREAEERE "WE, Ot
RoBEBEMOREER  —HERERREL
ERFENRREIE  BRSM : "TMEXET
LABEREHENEERE  BRXELEEE B
Ft—mHEMEEE  HREFZBRINENHDOR
EREERRE?  ARNEEHEEE  TEBAR

Are WWe Becoming

The Designs IWe Don't

Yau Ching

We live in a world where the notion of "material”
is in constant flux. When | was studying studio art
production at the Whitney Independent Study Program
in New York, we, as a group of young artists, tried to
understand the differences between various versions
of Marxism: orthodox and neo. One colleague asked,
“If culture can be seen no longer as the
‘superstructure’ of our late capitalist society but as an
integral and fundamental part of it, then is the value
of cultural producers and workers, as that of any
other producers and workers, also determined by our

speed of producing material?”

This not only throws into question the arbitrary
division between art and material, but also

problematises the once mystified and romanticised
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notion of an artist. Living in Hong Kong today, aii of
seem to be helplessly materialistic. Perhaps more
accurately, we are all having a hard time figuring
what’s a “thing” and what's not. Every step of
making, exhibiting or distributing art is pre-

the materiality of our reality. When one makes am
installation art piece, its form and content hawve
been decided upon by what stock somebody

have been imported and by whatever matenal
happens to be lying around or left behind from &
construction job, since doing a special order for
obscure individual “artist” is a ridiculous idea,

are the daughter of Li Kashing.

For media which is usually conceived as

materialistic — more “virtual”, like film, video,
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art—not only are the possibilities of
creation again pre-conditioned by the
availability of the materials and
machines included, but what is perhaps
more fascinating is that the relationship
of the user/viewer to these pieces is no
different from that of any other material these days.
One consumes a web site (on an iMac), an
mdependent film, a pocket paperback, just as one
consumes a cell phone cover, an Ultraman sticker, or
& Hello Kitty toothbrush. One's attitude towards all of

®e above inevitably involves elements of fetishism,

wlealisation of icons (from Tony Leung, Hou Hsiao-hsien,

% Angelopoulous and Ultraman), “the newer the better:
@nce used, it's waste” mentality, and trendism (I've

@otta watch Titanic, ‘coz everybody is talking about it).
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All of the above ideological tendencies
prefigure our subjectivity in relation to the world
around us. We are so used to these forms of self-
positioning vis-a-vis our “external” reality that they
have become the dominant forms of communication.
In other words, we are increasingly materialising our
being and our interactions with the world, including its
culture and art. When paper seems to be gradually
replaced by digital data, rather than experiencing
dematerialisation, we are confronted with a shifting
notion of material: forms of material that have become

less tactile and more virtual.
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Artists have been exploring various possibilities of
embodying interactions between their works and the
audience over the past few decades. This can be seen
as a response against the overwhelming climate of
n?terial culture in late capitalist society. If artwork can
no longer be seen as an autonomous entity; if its values
and meanings depend on audience participation; if the
whole notion of its being art or not, or its being usable,
playable or not might.even be decided by the audience
itself, would it then be able towinterfere with the
audience’s subjectivity, or become an extension of their
subjectivity more easily, unlike other materials, which
one can only choose to possess or dispose according

to their self-completion and predetermined functions?
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Many interactive artworks | have seen in Europe
the US in the last few years, including CD-Roms, wes
sntew dtgltal/multlmedla installations, present a

set of problems Where is the line between the artisss
con@j&d audience interaction? If an integral pa;t of
artmaking inevitably involves controlling the work""
structure and meaning, thus involves controlling tZe
various possibilities of audience pamcnpatlon ’fhen
the audience be only fulfilling a preget function, to
up with an expected action or ansWer? Does, then.
audience only fulfill a preset fi tio’n? You click the
mouse once to W aﬁ events; you click the
mouse twice, to trigg%r another series of events. The
participant becomes another machine —an automatiom
controlled by the function of the machine. What's

-~
even stranger is thatfthe"participant also finds her/h
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n a position to second guess the artist’'s preset
answer, an experience similar to trying to pass
the Hong Kong Learning Ability Examination

HKLAE).

When Siu King Chung first showed me some of his
“designs you don't know what to do with” six months
ago, we half-jokingly came up with an idea to ask
viewers to vote from the collection one thing that
could be used against flies. Recently, we sat at the
PolyU canteen together, stunned by the
maginativeness and persuasiveness of the ideas
viewers submitted, including one, clearly based on the
psychological and emotional complexity of a fly, which
proposed to use the (freaky) design of an object to

“freak a fly out”. This perhaps reminds us once again,
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even in the material culture of Hong Kong, that one
can still envision an environment in which the user
controls the function of a design, and not vice versa.
There remains numerous possibilities and unexplored
forms in the interaction between the “thing”, the
person who makes the thing, and the person who
uses the thing. For us, cultural producers and workers
are faced with the task of making or re-making
material. This opens up some more possible directions

to democratise art, culture, material, and design.



