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What you see isn't what it really is
From Design Indaba—A platform that redefines design
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One of the most stimulating design conferences today, Design Indaba, was held in Capetown,
South Africa for three days from February 29. Here is a partial report on the heated speeches at Design Indaba

that marked its 15th occasion this year.
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B Urban - Think Tank
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The activity of architects Urban-
Think Tank based in Zurich, Cara-
cas and New York ranges broadly
from micro-architecture, such as
building a dry-toilet system for ar-
eas suffering from water shortage,
to large-scale infrastructures and
urban planning. Metro Cable in
Caracas suggests the possibility of
a new era in resident-participation
projects. Metro Cable has made it
possible to transport 1,200 people
in each direction every hour.
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The appeal of Design Indaba resides in its pro-
gressive selection of speakers. This year too, 23
groups and seven young creators including de-
signers, architects, chefs, curators and film direc-
tors were invited.

Arriving at the excitement-filled venue, | was
welcomed by a message that read, “This is not a
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Sissel Tolaas from Norway estab-
lished SMELL RE_searchLab in Berlin
in 2004. She studies odors through
her unique methods. She attracted
considerable attention at the 2004
Berlin Biennale for her fresco instal-
lation that reproduced the smell
of each district. Tolaas conducted
a similar study in Capetown, and
exhibited Smellscape which is in-
fused with the smell of each area.
She says people retain memories of
smell longer than visual memories,
and accepting the smell of an area
means paying respect to the city
and people living there.

B Tsai Studio

conference.” Text printed in the program introduc
ing the speakers also denied their titles, such as, “x
is not (title).” Then, who are they?

Architects of “informal cities”

Alfredo Brillembourg of Urban-Think Tank, an ar-
chitect who takes on innovative urban research,
talked about Metro Cable, a cable car project he
realized in Caracas, Venezuela. The project wasn't
the mere design of a cable station. The entire area
subject to the project is a rough undulating terrain
covered by a carpet of densely packed shanties.
Moreover, the area didn’t have any public transpor-
tation. What kind of infrastructure do the residents
need most, and how to realize it? Urban-Think Tank
formed a task force with some residents and spe-
cialists, and transformed the initial plan by the gov-
ernment into a sustainable project that reflected
the voices of the residents.

Urban-Think Tank is a team of architects who
took notice of a unique culture of “informal cities”
that expanded in a guerrilla-like fashion outside
the framework of planned urban development in
Europe, and have actually been active in such dis-
tricts. Its approach as architects regarding the pos-
sibilities and problems in informal cities commonly
seen in South America, Asia and Africa, is gradually

§ MIT SENSEable City
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Y Tsai is a second-generation Tai-
wanese-South African architect
based in Capetown. Tsai designed
a highly acclaimed furniture sys-
tem that maximizes the utilization
of minimal spaces for an orphan-
age for children who lost parents
due to AIDS last year. Other than
the Urban Mosaic project men-
tioned above, Tsai has been in-
volved actively in projects linked
strongly to the community, such
as building a small classroom with
used freight containers for the
children of farmers who work at a
winery in Durbanville.

being adopted in Cape Town as well today. Accord-
ing to statistics, approximately 40 thousand houses
burned down, nearly 150 thousand people lost their
homes, and more than 200 people died due to fires
in townships between 1999 and 2007. This is be-
cause barracks made of easily combustible materials
are densely concentrated in such areas. The Urban
Mosaic team comprising architect Y Tsai and oth-
ers came up with a plan to apply paint that retards
combustion and imparts identity to the townships
through coloring. Their activity which goes beyond
the conventional framework of the architect re-
ceived a tremendous round of applause at the event.

How to grasp an invisible city

A speech by Sissel Tolaas based in Berlin also hint-
ed that a new approach in communication be-
tween places and people has begun. Although her
specialty is odors, Tolaas is not a perfumist. She re-
examines the meaning imparted to odors through
various research related to smell.

To analyze odors that are unique to cities, Tolaas
conducted fieldwork in each area and collected odor
molecules using a vacuum device. Her research also
extends to the human body. For example, in her ex-
hibition titled Smell of Fear, she collected, analyzed
and reproduced underarm odors emitted when

men with various types of phobia were experienc
ing fear, and infused those odors into the wall of the
exhibition. The response of the visitors smelling the
wall varied from frowning to kissing the wall.

Tolaas" relentless pursuit of odor reached as
far as getting into the cleats of David Beckham.
She found that the odor was similar to the smell of
a Belgian cheese, and even reproduced it and ma-
terialized a cheese based on that odor. While the
hall was filled with laughter during her delivery,
the audience was made aware of their prejudice
and intolerance of odor.

There are many other obscure elements that
compose a city. One of them is garbage. The MIT
SENSEable City Lab conducted research into track-
ing garbage by attaching smart tags to garbage
bags. How does the odyssey of garbage—which
is becoming more and more global—unfold and
cause various problems? These researchers suc
ceeded in creating a digital map of that journey.

Although our daily lives are connected to
unexpected things, people, and worlds, we live
without noticing or wanting to know about them.
The speakers at Design Indaba adopted a variety
of methods to make us see, smell, and become
aware of the philosophical theme that what we're
seeing isn’'t really what it seems to be. t
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SENSEable City Lab led by Carlo
Ratti from Italy, who teaches at
MIT, exposes problems hidden in
cities through research using cut-
ting-edge technologies. The photo
shows its Trash Track project with
smart tags used to track the gar-
bage from Seattle, and a road map
showing the route the garbage
traveled for a period of approxi-
mately two months. In 2012, the
lab conducted an experiment in
creating a system for improving
the collection efficiency of waste
collectors who roam the cities in
Brazil, which does not yet have a
national recycling system, using
such tools as mobile phones.
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