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Tim Reeve

Foreword

The V&A'’s relationship with China stretches back to the Museum'’s formative
years, From its inception in 1852, it has built collections from East Asia,
acquiring its first Chinese artefacts in that inaugural year. Today some
18,000 Chinese items grace the V&A's eclectic holdings, with archaeological
material from the 4th millennium BC through to examples of contemporary
art and design, making ours one of the most comprehensive and important
collections of Chinese art outside East Asia. The V&A is also fortunate to
have strong and long-established partnerships with the museums community
in China, sharing knowledge, expertise and exhibitions over many decades,
deepening the cultural understanding between our nations.

This book and its associated exhibition in the V&A Gallery at Design Society
constitute just one element of a unique and ambitious collaboration with
our partners at China Merchants Group, which will establish a new design
museum in China. As part of an international strategy that focuses on
partnerships based on common values and shared objectives, the V&A

has immersed itself in a vibrant, dynamic and thrilling design story in and
around Shenzhen, using our knowledge of the past to prepare for a future
of opportunity and, inevitably, some risk.

Our historic and engaged links with China's art and design narratives are
perhaps reason enough for us to be opening this new chapter in the story.
The V&A, however, has always been a future-facing institution, hungry for
knowledge and new perspectives. In partnering with a state-owned enterprise
of similarly long standing, we have the opportunity to reach new audiences,

to stay abreast of manufacturing trends at the epicentre of the world’'s factory,
and to be witness to, and part of, China's burgeoning design scene, in one

of the fastest-growing and most progressive design cities in the world.

The twenty-first-century V&A is often at its strongest when it is stimulating
debate, and providing a platform for new ideas and a fresh agenda.

A discussion on how values relate to design couldn't be more timely

in China at this point in its development: with the ambition to massively
expand their domestic design economy, the values that both producers
and consumers of design choose to hold will define the future of China's
material culture. The V&A can contribute in its own way by offering

a uniqgue historical perspective on the guestion of the value of design,

with an evolution that in some important respects mirrors that of China

in these early decades of a new century.

Prior to the foundation of the V&A, the UK was well established as the
‘Workshop of the World', but was also facing an existential crisis as a country
that had lost the art of design. Today, it seems fitting that the V&A - created
from the proceeds of the Great Exhibition in the 1850s to promote good
design inspired by the best examples from across the world - is working

so closely with Chinese partners dedicated to their own transformation
from great manufacturers to great designers and makers. For over 150
years, the Museum has tried to define this value by the acquisitions it has
made. By bringing objects from the permanent collection to Shenzhen, we
hope to frame a debate about design value, and offer pause for reflection,

in the fast-paced environment of a country on the move.
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Ole Bouman

Design To Go Beyond,
Without Losing Itself

Nine years ago, as newly appointed director of the Netherlands Architecture
Institute (NAI), | launched a campaign to position the institution at the
heart of the public debate about designing the future of the Dutch nation.
For six months all the activities of the NAi were dedicated to an open

call to citizens, asking them for ideas about how to ‘Shape our Country’.
Each month a different design discipline - such as housing, landscape
architecture, infrastructure design and water management - was placed

at the fore to help structure people’s thoughts and to categorize the

most intelligent examples of design. It quickly became clear, however, that
the people making contributions simply did not think in terms of design
disciplines. In fact, we found that most people didn't care about design
theory, and many were not even interested in design thinking. What they
wanted was design action. Design that performs. They wanted solutions

to the burning issues: climate change, food, energy, health, social cohesion,
lack of time or lack of space. And beyond solving problems, they were
interested in creating a better life as the ultimate effect of good design.

In response, over the course of six months, the NAi completely transferred
its agenda from the enclosed world of design discourse, with all its firmly
established professional categories, to design’s response to the real
challenges that affect people's everyday lives.

At the end of this turnaround, which reframed the entire outlook of

the Institute, we arrived at our manifesto: Architecture of Consequence.
Necessity, not theory. The action, not the picture. The rule, not the
exception. To make a difference, not just an impact.

Back then, the attempt met with strong argument from professional critics
and practitioners. Pundits from the architectural press ridiculed the switch
as being too heavy handed. Designers on the other hand, despite their
claims of social relevance, were reluctant to accept the responsibility that
would come with it. The most frequent objection was that something was
being asked of design beyond which it could do. Or something requested
from architecture that was, by its very nature, un-architectural. And by doing
so, ran the complaint that | was asking for something that was foreign to
the essence of it.

Fortunately we found a design team who fully understood that a manifesto
alone is not enough to overcome this scepticism. One needs a campaign.
The agency, De Designpolitie from Amsterdam, started their own annual
conference with the title ‘What Design Can Do, inviting speakers who
could demonstrate the power of design in fields uncharted by traditional
disciplines. Designers also came on stage and pledged to respond to

the most urgent needs of our time, discussing what these were and

what the responses might be. Recently, 'What Design Can Do’ launched
a competition on perhaps the least contestable design of all: solutions

for the refugee crisis.

Now, almost a decade later, the pendulum has swung the other way.
Today there is hardly any exhibition, any magazine, any government policy,



10

BEXMENIFRRAZERTEZ I ZARNEHN, 7RIESMHBANE
ko AMNERR, RITHIBAEERREHERELIN. BERSBHINRL, =
KRRt ASHEBR T EARK, A—LOE (HlERRIt), ®itiTls
ATWSENEETRE, EMSRKEXI., REILBHIENE QLK
MERTERMIBFNRIT AT AEBEF. BRILVFZE, THERCEKS
B4R BEBLET . AN SIRIEN? AN KRB E? e
Ht2pa? MIERESFERITEBERRR? XEHZEADENEARN
LRk, BEMNEREBEIRZITID? WXL RSHIF W, NaEs
BEHRER?

HMNBRTHIRE "¥RMmL" ZRANRT., RITNENTRS5SEIEER,
X—IR A gE S A EMNRIT R EN—MINERES. sl —
MELS MXMESREIXNSEAZTKED, —MHRITFESHERRN
ELRENFINFE, ERFENBRMHENNTE, XMRAKREREENR
FESEMBITERTRR. WHEXEFZE LAHBNRITLE, METEF+
DR, XZREERXE, BALRRITENANCESBNTEL, HAE
FECEEMERITRZINFZHE, MIBEABRXMEAKLEMNIZA
ERHT .

ATREXMNE, NERSHE NRFEENTEEABH. XEXY
NEEHEABH, HIELTEBNE. A TIEBRNE, RNJETRNE
M. MEMNRITNEAEXR F=ROS? EEEingitaMEX?
TFEHEXUPNSFH? A BEENTBRXEXAME., BHEW TIRITHIAE,
HiEIFHAMMRE BN RK RIS ENKENFSIMERZ, &
FERZHTERIFER D THMNIE. BRRITELCSZEEHNEXNEL
HENFEERAERR, BREBOHLZEREH B KHNEES T
MY ERFEMEN—IEXNEREMR. FERESEOM VA ZBRIX—XX
FXANBENZZEBETRE, TURANSEAZ—HF AT, &
O VAR ZE AR, CIFFMEAEELY, RIVEERE & ERKD RHOMMiIR
R

EREIRIER, X IERTBERRIZE.



any school or any biennale that does not present design as an existential
issue. From some sort of added value to functionality, design has become
the acclaimed mode of action to address necessity. Design is no longer
about the exception. It wants to set the rule. It is no longer in the margin
of 'having’, but claims to be at the centre of 'being’. It is no longer about
the ten per cent, it must embrace the other ninety per cent, to paraphrase
the title of the Cooper Hewitt's 2007 exhibition Design for the Other 90%.

It is not hard to see how this major shift in purpose came about. It has

not been a moral awakening of some sort. The claim for relevance only
really found momentum when design was hit by a crisis of unprecedented
proportions. Design, it was discovered, was very often paid with debt.

And with the debt crisis, design firms worldwide were affected by major
losses. In some fields, such as architecture, the profession experienced

a dramatic drop in business that resulted in significant unemployment.
Only the agencies with a clear idea of where and how to make the difference
could survive. In a matter of years the discourse shifted to survival itself.
How to deal with climate change? How to tackle mass migration? How to
foster social bonding? How to address health as a design issue? These are
the challenges that energize design today. But are they enough to qualify
design? How are we to observe quality when the causes are so noble?

We have come to a point where we begin to risk the reverse road. The
ubiquity of social engagement within the design field may become a new
ideology that represses any specificity of design. It may become a norm,
that in turn becomes an excuse for cheap talk, a pretext for unfounded
optimism, or even mediocrity and sentimentalism within design's own peer
group. A risk that becomes particularly acute when applied to design that
is never put into real practice and is intended only for shows, competitions
or weblogs. It is a real risk because, whatever the ethical turn inside design
disciplines, it doesn't mean it has reached many outside the design sphere
- exactly the place in which the paradigm-shift is supposed to happen.

To mitigate this risk, more is needed than the promotion of ideas and

the demonstration of good practices. The best intentions are not enough,
we have to prove value and, for that to be achieved, we need to understand
its dynamics. How does the design of value distinguish itself from sheer
rhetoric? And how does the value of design distinguish itself from its
glamour? This book is about those distinctions, by going back in time

and showcasing the seminal moments in which design has become
classic and timeless through attempts to be completely fresh and

topical. For a new international institution, such as Design Society, with
the ambition to inspire the discourse and to reveal the power of design

as a catalyst of social change, the sharing of part of its collections is

a tremendous opening contribution from its founding partner the Victoria
and Albert Museum. This partnership between China Merchants Shekou
and the V&A goes beyond a package of exhibitions, expertise and brand
sharing. It is through the V&A’s scholarship, innovation and thoughtfulness
that we will find clues for our future programme.

As its founding director, | would like to express my gratitude for that.
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