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Wendy Siuyi Wong, Associate Professor, Faculty of Design, Swinburne University of Technology

The title of the bilingual book “Laa-sai cit-gai” (in Cantonese) or “Lesser Design,” written by SIU King-chung and published by a Hong Kong-based company, MCCM Creations, in July 2012, is evocative in either language. To Cantonese speakers, the phrase “laa-sai” commonly contains negative connotations. It can refer to a person or a way of doing a job that is sloppy and unprofessional. These two characters are not standard written Chinese, and Mandarin speakers will not understand their meaning. As for the English word, “lesser,” the author explains that this term is borrowed from William Morris’s article “The Lesser Arts of Life,” published in 1882. Together with his group, Morris coined the term “lesser arts” as a contrast to elite art. SIU’s use of the term “lesser” in his book follows Morris’s view that “design” objects created by the grassroots class are worthy of study. SIU credits his friend, Phoebe Wong, for suggesting that this dual translation in both languages represents the subject matter of his book.

In the author’s own words, his book “attempts to explore works of design that are around us though they may be crass, local and grassroots,” (p. 7) in the context of Hong Kong. The content is arranged into four chapters in which he categorizes local Hong Kong folk objects as “trivial designs,” “ordinary folks’ extraordinary concepts,” “designing information,” and “neighborhood traditions and design.”

Those who have been to Hong Kong may have seen some of the “folk design” the author mentions in this book. Examples include the merchandise displays set up in open markets such as the Ladies’ Market on Tung Choi Street, Mong Kok; or the Night Market on Temple Street, Yau Ma Tei; self-serve storage cabinet for chopsticks, cutlery and napkins that fits under the table in a Cha-chaan-teng (Hong Kong-style teahouse); the expandable and moveable billboards that are called “faa-paai” locally; and the high-density polyethylene sheets that commonly come in red-white-and-blue stripes and are used everywhere in the city.

These unique vernacular objects must easily attract tourists’ attention, or the author would have trouble calling attention to appreciation of designs from local folks. He notices that the dense environment of Hong Kong is a museum of street-corner designs, which contain humble, everyday life “laa-sai” designs. However, as designers often claim much of their inspiration comes from their surroundings, one may wonder how designs from Hong Kong reflect a unique vernacular identity, yet the international design community and tourists are able to recognize and appreciate these folk icons of the city.

Thanks to more than half a century of graphic design development in Hong Kong, we are able to locate examples inspired by vernacular objects from some internationally renowned design masters from the local, such as Henry Steiner, KAN Tai-keung, Alan Chan, Tommy Li, Freeman Lau, and Stanley Wong.  How are their works representing design from Hong Kong, or the design identity of the city? How are their works connected to the original local “laa-sai” designs?

Obviously, the author does not intend to connect his vision of laa-sai designs with the high-design works of professional designers; yet, is it possible for a laa-sai design to evolve into high design or a professional form of design over a period of time? We know that it is possible because we have outstanding examples from many professional designers, but there is no fixed formula for that transition. The creative process that causes this transition is mysterious.

To a big nation like China, design is viewed as one aspect of cultural security, in which preserving or inventing a national design identity is important. There have been voices advocating the search for “Chineseness” in contemporary design over the past decade. Recently, the article by Aric Chen, curator of design and architecture for M+ Museum in Hong Kong, entitled “Zhongguo sheji zhi hua heshi kaifang?” (When will design in China be blooming?), released in Bloomberg Businessweek PRC Chinese version, pointed out the failing design development in China despite considerable corporate and government investment in advocating and promoting design. He concluded that the problems are core issues of the society not having an environment for nurturing design.

Indeed, as a researcher on Chinese graphic design history I am often being asked questions like what is design? What is good design? How do I do a good design? I share the viewpoint of Chen, in his own words with my translation in English here: A healthy design culture needs a healthy society. Without going into deeper critiques of the politics and social problems in China, it is possible to understand why design development in China has suffered a setback by just looking at the “chai” (demolish) phenomenon that has spread throughout the country in the past two decades. In the process of “chai”, living heritage and evidence of civilization are swept away with the rubble.

In the case of Hong Kong, although the national design identity is not a cultural security issue, establishing a design identity like the one Japanese design enjoys internationally is still not an easy task. Claiming laa-sai as a style of local design may be one of the steps; however, it is still a challenge to understand how the style can be developed into “formal” design and received transnationally. In a semi-planned society like Hong Kong is now, what is the government doing to assist local design development to reach this objective?

Design became one of the buzzwords, under the creative industries banner, within the economic remedies of Hong Kong after 1997. The 2003 Policy Address states that the government will assist the development of creative industries. As an immediate consequence, sustainable financial supports were plugged into the newly established Hong Kong Design Centre, and later on the ongoing annual event, Business of Design Week (BODW), as well as various conferences, creative awards and innovation funds, such as Create Hong Kong.

Without attempting to examine the success of Hong Kong’s investment in local design industries, here I would like to mention one recent example from BODW 2012 demonstrating the official position of the government in recognizing Hong Kong’s local design expertise. In the program for the event, entitled Asian Design: Histories, Collecting, Curating, hosted by M+ Museum for the BODW 2012, local participants’ names are mysteriously not listed on the official promotion website of BODW 2012, despite the fact that there is plenty of space in the page. One of the event speakers, the renowned “father of Hong Kong design history,” Professor Matthew Turner, shares his experience that the study of history of design in Hong Kong or Asia was simply viewed as “no history of design to speak of,” or “even if there were, it could have no value” in the 1980s British Hong Kong colonial period. Maybe it is still the case in the SAR era today.

Similarly, as in the case of China, does Hong Kong have a healthy society for a healthy design culture to develop? Vernacular design style like the laa-sai claimed by SIU or local participants in the M+’s Asian Design program seem doomed to anonymity. With the short-term memory of the government and the people, together with the deeply held belief that the “moon in foreign country is always more round” (yueliang shi waiguo di yuan), sheji zhi hua (flower of design) may not be blooming in Hong Kong to reach international status in our lifetime.

Long live of the power of laa-sai designs (or lesser designs) in Hong Kong, and thank you to the author, SIU King-chung.
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