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In the Chinese city’s second annual design week, 
sustainability reigned alongside exploring the 

values and possibilities of creativity. A spotlight 
was also shone on Italian designers in South China.

SHENZHEN 
DESIGN 

WEEK 2018

R
eturning for the second year in 

a row, Shenzhen Design Week 

took place in two key venues: 

Design Society and the Museum 

of Contemporary Art and Urban Planning 

Shenzhen. The programme paid homage 

to classic designs, celebrated innovative 

ideas, and spotlighted emerging designers.

Possibilities of Design was an umbrella 

theme that ran across all the exhibitions at 

Design Society, an art centre on the habour 

front of Shekou designed by Japanese 

architect Fumihiko Maki, and Coop 

Himmelblau’s Museum of Contemporary 

Art and Urban Planning in Futian District.

In recognition of the contributions 

made by Italian architects and designers 

living and working in South China, they 

were given their day in the sun. The Italian 

Pavilion named “From Micro to Macro” 

at Design Society showcased works of 

13 Italian design practices based in the 

region, examining their ideas, concepts 

and products, from their inception to how 

they function within a larger ecosystem.

Divided into four pillars, the 

Italian designers’ portfolio was 

named “Unexpected”, “Responsive”, 

“Mindful” and “Interaction”. The colour 

red was chosen, as “it is present 

in both the China and Italian flag,  

and a different visual way to connect  

both countries”. 

“The design of the pavilion has 

been developed from the concept of 

caravanserai, inspired by the many 

convoys that travelled the ancient Silk 

Road connecting China and Italy,” shares 

Francesco Carota, architect and curator of 

the Italian Pavilion. 

“Here, merchants and traders gathered 

around a square (or piazza if you will) to 

exchange, trade and share. The interaction 

of these travellers [have] creativity at the 

centre to share and exchange ideas.”

In the same spirit, d+a identifies the 

trends that marked this increasingly 

important Design Week in China. 
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   TREND 1: 
/ UTILITY AND SUSTAINABILITY IN DESIGN /
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  At the Italy Pavilion, designer Freddy Curiél led the way with a 

sustainable project in the Pearl River Delta building an eco-system from 

algae farming along the coast to realising eco-friendly container towers 

in Shanghai. 

In 2017, a collaborative effort between the Politenico di Torino and 

South China University of Technology turned the former Pearl River Piano 

factory in Guangzhou into a creative hub dedicated to the theme of music.
  Graviky Labs in India introduced a new way to 

convert exhaust fumes into ink – with 1.3 trillion litres 

of air cleaned to date. 

  Rethinking the lifespan 

of objects, product designer 

Tommaso Masera created 

Gommolo –  a rocking chair 

made with a fiberglass 

shell and recycled tires. 

Old and deformed wheels 

that were discarded are 

given a breath of new life.

  At the design forum and his 

exhibition Carton, Japanese artist 

Fuyuki Shimazu showed how he 

turned cardboard trash around 

the world into useful objects like 

notebook covers, wallets and name 

card holders, while Tel Aviv textile 

and development team Tesler + 

Mendelovtich introduced eco-friendly 

“wearable wood” with beautiful clutch 

bags made entirely by hand. 

 The exhibitions at the 

Museum of Contemporary 

Art and Urban Planning 

explored concepts of 

“turning waste into 

treasure” with the theme of 

environmental protection. 

Highlights include the 

Taiwanese ice popsicles 

made from the polluted 

waters of Taiwan. 
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   TREND 2: 
/ TECHNOLOGY AND INNOVATION /

  While most of the interactive installations were visually 

appealing, they appeared to be in their nascent stage of marrying 

technology and design – a case of more form and aesthetics over 

function. Designers and artists explored possibilities of creating 

with 3D printing and exploring big data in design and interactive 

pieces, designing with social innovation in mind. 

3D-printed shoes initiated by United Nude’s founder Rem 

Koolhaas in 2013 featured shoes designed by the late Zaha Hadid, 

architects Ben Van Berkel and Fernando Romero, and designers 

Ross Lovegrove and Michael Young.

  The exhibit Digital Encounter explored the interaction of  

human and machine intelligence in design in this digital era. 

Furniture on display included the 3D-printed chair Microstructures 

by Dutch designer Joris Laarman, Solid C2 Chair by French 

designer Patrick Jouin and digitally fabricated furniture by 

Chinese designer Zhang Zhoujie.

  Hong Kong-based designer Elaine Ng, sometimes 

known as a “techno fairy” for her whimsical ethereal works, 

showcased her award-winning Sun Dew installation: five 

sinuous sculptures made with hand-woven threads and 20 

million Swarovski crystals. Based on the carnivorous plant 

that lures its prey in before crushing it to death, her sculptures 

respond to ambient sound and pulsate like a jellyfish.

  Hong Kong designer Lam Mui Ling’s Interplay 2.0 allows users 

to touch, play and interact with a fog mist screen – exploring the 

possibilities of interacting with machines in the future.
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  The Museum of Contemporary Art and Urban 

Planning showcased winning Design for the Future 

entries from the Shenzhen Global Design Awards – a 

contest that “aims to discover and award outstanding 

designers with creativity, vision and foresight”.

On show were many iterations of the traditional 

Chinese chair, drones and common household 

appliances like irons and vacuum cleaners that were 

given a technological upgrade in function.

With Shenzhen being a UNESCO Creative City of 

Design since 2008, and often referred to as the “Silicon 

Valley of China”, one should expect to see further 

developments where technology and design merge in 

a utilitarian way. 

“In the future, I see more a mix of creations created 

by enterprises, mostly technological advances, and 

how designs can adapt to them. And we approach this 

with a vision of sustainability, rather than just designing 

a final end-product that is sustainable. It’s an eco-

system,” Italian Pavilion curator Carota sums up aptly.
  The V&A Gallery at Design Society 

in Shekou is a collaborative effort 

with London’s Victoria & Albert 

Museum. The Values of Design 

exhibition took an in-depth look at 

the evolution of design through the 

decades – from formerly utilitarian 

design, to today’s aesthetics and form, 

including the rising issue of pollution 

and sustainability with disposable 

plastics, as well as problems with the 

replication of origin designs en masse. 

An excellent example of the latter 

is Thonet’s Austrian Ogla chair that 

was made from expensive Bentwood 

and now sees iterations of its design in functional IKEA furniture.

The exhibition began with a conversation about moving 

forward with intelligent design, looking back at the longevity of 

products designed, and moving forward to design thoughtfully, 

given the advent of disposable plastic that has become a global 

environmental issue.

   TREND 3: 
/ VALUES OF DESIGN /

   TREND 4: 
/ INTO THE FUTURE /


