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Design - Impact - Art + Hong Kong

Guest Curator - Kan Tai-keung

At the given place of Hong Kong, she has her own unique geographical location, special
historical background, people and life style. To curate the "Design Impact" exhibition to survey
Hong Kong art, | would rather take an alternative approach by showing works of designers to reveal
a special facet of Hong Kong art.

Within a hundred years, Hong Kong has developed from a humble fishing village to an

international free-port where Chinese and Westerners converge. In the latter half of the century,

_ Hong Kong greatly flourishes and has become a metropolis of global trade and finance in which
4 materialism and commerce dominate. The native origin of Hong Kong citizens are mostly immigrants
‘» and their posterity with a great proportion coming from Mainland China while others come from
Europe, America and the Asian regions and the number of ingenious aborigine is quite limited.
Since they often regard Hong Kong as a temporary place for sojourn, they are not able to build up

i a strong sense of belonging. The unfavorable environment and economy in the post-war period
forced people to work hard for a living. On the Government side, she maintains a free-hand policy
'[ to encourage economic development, but such a policy would not help to encourage cultural

development. That was the reason why Hong Kong was regarded as a 'desert of culture' in the past.

Since the 1960s, in this city of free communication where the East meets the West, various
local artists start their artistic cultivation and tries to merge multi-cultural factors to experiment with
fresh ideas, thus opening a new era of contemporary Hong Kong art. However, the materialistic
orientation of the society never change and both the Government and the people are striving for
material values. There was no long-term vision to improve the cultural environment for setting up
an ideal land for our citizens. Under such unfavourable social-cultural conditions, the society could
not support professional artists for survival and perhaps there was no Hong Kong artists who have
not worked as amateurs since they had to earn a living.

In a society with prosperous commerce and industry, art should play the vital role as a

functional vehicle. Since the early years of Hong Kong, practical art has already existed and the
term design appeared. In the early twentieth century when trade and commerce began to grow,
poster art had already shown some kind of local identity. In the fifties and the sixties, light
industries fostered at a rapid pace and new elements were introduced to industrial product design.
In the seventies, when economic bloom brought increasing demands from the society, the design
profession prospered. To meet demands from the industrial and commercial sectors, the
Government paid more attention to enhance design education. In addition, demands from the private
sector also led to the emergence of design institutes which gave birth to number of talents and
there were also young art lovers who dedicated to the design profession and later become noted
designers.

In the last thirty years, designers have written a legendary novel in the history of Hong Kong
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design. With their assiduous cultivation, Hong Kong design has developed from fashionlessness
and plagiarism to the international level. Various top-class Hong Kong designers win international
acclaim and the new generation of Hong Kong designers also acquires world-wide recognition,
marking an honor for Hong Kong.

In the Pan-Chinese regions, Hong Kong design plays a leading role for other areas lag behind
her at least for tens of years. Contemporary design in the Mainland and Taiwan has come under the
strong influence of Hong Kong designers. In the recent decade, the new generation of designers on
the two sides of the Strait opens a new page of the history of contemporary design. With a strong
background and anticipating forthcoming greater demands from the market, | am confident that
more professional talents will emerge to become a motivating force in the design discipline of the
world.

Like other art forms, design also has a long tradition in China. In ancient times, fine stonewares
and painted patterns on ceramic wares could be regarded as a kind of primitive design. In human
history, there is no clear definition to separate art from design for they share the same origin. The
distinction of artists and designers only appear during the industrial revolution. The mode of
production changed and design of industrial products need to be enhanced for sale reasons. The
founding of the Bauhaus School in 1919 marked a milestone in contemporary design education.
Since then, design for the people by combining both art and technology has become the dominant
notion in the course of evolution.

In the contemporary era, various museums and art galleries build up collections of good design
products and design is also recognized as a form of visual arts. This has not happened in Hong
Kong design for people's concept on design is somehow conservative in that the artistic merit of
design could not match other forms of fine arts. Design works have never been featured in the
'Contemporary Hong Kong Art Biennial Exhibitions'. However, the new Heritage Museum, opened
in 2001 accommodates a design gallery, which collected design works a few years ago, marking a
new collection horizon in Hong Kong as well as in China. Moreover, the Museum has presented the

'Asia-Pacific’ International Poster Exhibition" in 1997 and staged the ‘International Poster Triennial
Exhibition" in 2001, which is the first Museum in China that presents large scale International design
competition.

Many Hong Kong artists have multi-identity and quite a large number of them are working in the
design profession. They play the dual role of artists as well as designers. A typical figure is Wucius




Wong who is an accomplished painter and educator in design. He succeeds in bringing up many
noted designers (including the writer) and published various books on the basic principles of design
(with Chinese, English, Korean and Spanish translations), thus producing profound impact in the
development of contemporary design in the Pan-Chinese regions.

It would be a major drawback if we delete designers from the realm of Hong Kong artists. With
a thorough survey and study, | would like to choose the following designers for presentation of both
their artworks and design to develop my curatorial theme. They are Guan Hui-nong, Lo Koon-chiu,
Johnson Chow, Henry Steiner, Zie Yongder, Kan Tai-keung, Alan Chan, Lee Ka-sing, Freeman Lau,
Tommy Li, Stanley Wong, Craig Au Yeung, Wing Shya, Benny Au and Colan Ho.

| select the above designers with reference to their active period, distinctive styles and creative
realm for the present exhibition. Owing to space constraint, | regret to say many other outstanding
designers have to be left out. In fact, this is a group of artists who deserves pride and their works
have produced significant impact on Hong Kong art. You may be familiar with the works of some of
“ these designers and for those that you do not know or get a chance to see. | hope that this book
would leave a deep imprint in your mind.

5 It does not matter whether you call these works art or design for their true essence lays in the
quality and the spirit imbued. | hope that those works which last with the passage of time
[ will become an invaluable part of Hong Kong art.
20 October, 2000
Postscript

| attempt to curate this exhibition and write the article from an objective angle. In fact, more
works and artists could be featured to cover the whole profession of product, fashion, fabric, interior,
landscape and architectural design. In each of these disciplines, there are designers who are at the
same time artists. Owing to limited resources, the current exhibition there only focuses on graphic
design with fourteen designers and their representative works displayed. In the selection process,
| try to feature representative artists active in different periods, no matter they have created works
of fine art or not, in order to reveal different creative styles.

As a guest curator and one of the designers whose works are featured in the exhibition, there
seems to be some conflicts of interest. Yet if | refrain from participating in the exhibition, my
objective curatorial approach would be lost. In writing brief introductions on the artists, |
take reference materials from their documentaries and at the same time adds my personal
comments. However, in writing my self-introduction, | only refer to documentary data and quote
from the comments made by others without any personal views.

The history of design should not be written by any designer. However , there are few
researchers who conduct studies on the subject. The catalogue Made in Hong Kong compiled by
Matthew Turner and published by the Hong Kong Museum of History is one of the few useful
references for the public and designers to get an idea on the origins of Hong Kong design. Finally,
may | address my sincere thanks to all those who have rendered assistance in realizing the

exhibition and the designers, collectors and institutions for generously lending works for exhibition.
g
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GUAN Hui-nong (1878 - 1956) dedicated to the design profession since 1911 and had served as
an art director for the South China Morning Post, who then set up his own Asiatic Litho Printing
Press Company. He introduced lithograph print techniques and incorporated Chinese and Western
painting elements to create an unique style of poster art. Images of beauties and ladies in elegant
settings are favoured subjects in most of the posters and calendars designed by him, which were
most popular home art deco at the time. With such a distinctive style, Kwan was reputed as the
"King of calendars and posters”. In fact, he received training in Western painting from his family
and later studied Chinese painting with Ju-lian. His figure paintings are noted for an aura of refinement
and charm.
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Guan Huinong's advertising illustration shows a strong background of western fine arts. His illustration for "Swire Shipping Company" was
done in & realistic way with fine details.
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Poster and Calendar -
Swire Shipping Company

(REZRERS Courtesy of Mr. Tang Kwok-ung)
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