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5 Provocative Exhibits at the London Design Biennale

Nigeria, Japan and Australia are among the countries with the most original and thought-provoking interpretations of Utopia, the
theme of the inaugural London Design Biennale.

In formatting its first design biennale (http://www.azuremagazine.com/article/first-ever-london-design-biennale-opens/)– on until September 27

–  London’s team took its cues from the successful architecture event in Venice, including the pronunciation of “biennale” itself, which can

sound silly when you’re announcing your whereabouts to friends and colleagues.

Yet the entrants, from 37 countries on six continents, took very seriously indeed the theme of “utopia,” inspired by Thomas More’s 500-year-

old classic novel. And the experience of getting to all their presentations – scattered around the entirety of Somerset House, a sprawling manor

at the city’s dead centre – was a sobering one.

Pushing the role of design to address and change alternate futures was the ultimate challenge, and interpretations were all over the map – a

blessing for a country that’s taken steps, recently, to become more homogenous. Some even managed to look at once viable and beautiful,

which was, let’s face it, an unwritten directive.

While some countries took a practical position (the United Arab Emirates proposed contemporary cooling and irrigation systems for its ancient

waterways), others were theoretical, conceptual, even complacent (Lebanon recreated an entire Beirut bazaar with traditionally social barbers,

communal noshing and shisha circles). Turkey entered a “wish machine” (pictured above) designed by the successful practice Autoban

(http://www.autoban.com.tr/), with a giant, spiralling pneumatic tube that sucks up written requests and sends them spinning around the room.

Herewith, the highlights from the London Design Biennale:



4 Albania: “Bliss” by Helidon Xhixha (http://www.helidonxhixha.com) 

What is a “utopia” if not a pleaser of crowds? Helidon Xhixha’s entry for Albania suggests that self-reflection and community are the two

elements that make for a happy society amid unprecedented migration and economic uncertainty. And he’s packaged it in a delightful

“community” of mirrored steel benches and columns – displayed, Renaissance-style, around a central void representing the utopia.

Together, the democratic arrangement is eminently selfie-friendly while also inviting visitors to look at themselves and their neighbours in a

new way. It’s an attractive proposition. Naturally, Xhixha scored a prime spot in the grand courtyard of Somerset House, and it’s one of the first

things you notice.

Photographer: Ed Reeves
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London  Design  Festival:  Satellite  Architects

designed  a  striking  70m  wide  by  7m  high  GRID

It’s  a  London  thing
Review | Words  Justine  Harvey  and  Colin  Martin

Since  the  1960s, London has consistently maintained a reputation for producing

exciting, cutting-edge design – and designers. Two recent events have further

cemented the British capital as a breeding ground for fresh talent and ideas.

Now in its 14th year, the London Design Festival was held from 16–24 September,

hosting hundreds of events to “celebrate and promote London as the design capital of

the world and as the gateway to the international creative community”.

The festival programme includes over 400 events and exhibitions staged by hundreds

of partner organisations across the design spectrum and from around the world, such

as the London Design Fair and Focus/16, Decorex and 100% Design.

Also, the inaugural London Design Biennale was held at Somerset House on The

Strand over a three-week period, modelled on Venice’s architecture and art

biennales. In the slideshow above, we highlight some of the key projects, themes,

ideas and trends which will no doubt filter through into everyday design.

However, in 2016 the spotlight was on Design Junction, following its move to five

new sites within the regenerated King’s Cross Creative Quarter; this proved a

resounding success, attracting around 27,000 visitors.

See  the  slideshow  above  for  images  from  London  Design  Festival  and  London
Design  Biennale,  and  for  some  of  our  favourite  furniture  and  lighting  from  the
Design  Junction  event.

LONDON  DESIGN  FESTIVAL

To make sense of the burgeoning number

of city-wide events, the London Design

Festival designated seven design areas to

the myriad events: Brixton Design Trial;

Brompton, Islington and Queen’s Park

Design Districts; Chelsea and Clerkenwell

Design Quarters; and Shoreditch

Design Triangle.

The festival also commissioned architects

London  Design  Biennale:  Referencing  utopian  city  planning,  Albania’s

installation,  above,  by  Helidon  Xhixha,  is  an  arrangement  of  columns  and

benches  which  aim  to  facilitate  democratic  discussion.
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  | News (/news)

10 Outstanding Pavilions at the London Design Biennale
September 20, 2016
By Mairi Beautyman

Back to Article  (/articles/12345-10-outstanding-pavilions-at-the-london-design-biennale/)

“Otium and Acedia” at the South Africa pavilion, designed by Southern Guild (http://www.southernguild.co.za/) in collaboration with Porky Hefer. Photography by

Bradley Lloyd Barnes, courtesy of London Design Biennale.
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“Chakraview” presented by India Design Forum at the India pavilion. Designed by Avinash Kumar, Hanif Kureshi, and Rutva Trivedi, in collaboration with

scenographer Sumant Jayakrishnan. Photography by Ed Reeve, courtesy of London Design Biennale.

“Bliss,” the sculpture defining the Albania pavilion. Designed by Helidon Xhixha and curated by Dino Korca. Photography by Ed Reeve, courtesy of London Design

Biennale.

“Bliss,” the sculpture defining the Albania pavilion. Designed by Helidon Xhixha and curated by Dino Korca. Photography by Ed Reeve, courtesy of London Design

Biennale.
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HELIDON XHIXHA (/AUTHORS/2144794198-HELIDON-XHIXHA)
BLISS

A site-specific sculpture installation designed by Helidon Xhixha is a concentric arrangement of stainless
steel columns and benches that are designed to encourage both self-reflection and solidarity,
referencing utopian city planning.

Representing his home country of Albania, Helidon Xhixha's installation at Somerset House, wins the
2016 London Design Biennale Public Medal.

PHOTOS BY ED REEVE (/AUTHORS/2144742782-ED-REEVE)

 ED REEVE

ADD TO COLLECTION

(/projects/326477/images/5489692/zoom)

Europe is in the midst of its largest migration crisis since World War 2, people fleeing War torn countries,
suffering from poverty and famine, flood daily into what is so called ‘Festung Europa’. Europe’s border
policies are such that allow for this influx of human population, the continent offers a humanitarian place
for refuge and safety, whilst at the same time mounting pressure on the pre-existent inhabitants. Utopian
thought comes as a direct response to the social dilemmas of the time, and as a reaction to a clear lack
of alternative proposals. In its current situation, Europe is in need of utopian political theory as means for
potential forms of solution to the imminent problems it faces. Xhixha’s design installation ‘Bliss’ operates
in response to these current affairs, looking at our civilizations constant need for utopian thought,
because it guarantees the progression of society allowing for greater emancipation. Through Xhixha’s

DIVISARE (/)
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structure for the 2016 London Design Biennale, the artist has worked to address this current issue by

including an outline of the border of Europe at the center of the piece. The very symbolic nature of this

border as a modern day ‘Shangri-la’, ties in well with the necessity for utopian thought within our current

time of change.

(/projects/326477/images/5489691/zoom)

As well as reflecting on this contemporary affair, in which Europe is redefining itself, the Albanian artist

has looked back to far older ideas of utopian theory as a source for inspiration. In what is perhaps

Plato’s most influential work The Republic, the Greek philosopher worked hard to immaculately develop

his ‘Ideal City’, which manifested itself in a fictional place called ‘Kallipolis’. Arguably the most

meaningful reading of The Republic is the analogy Plato tries to draw between the State and the Soul,

the city and the individual. He believed that the fundamental morality for the perfect society was one

based on the notion of justice; and thus to achieve social justice (within the state) each individual must

have internal justice (within the soul). For Plato, the shape of the soul mirrored that of the state; one

could not be complete without the other. Again Xhixha has taken inspiration from this notion of duality

and pluralism. Four tall mirrors stand at the center of the design allowing the individual to gaze upon

their own image, giving time for personal contemplation and allowing for people to address their mirror

image and internal perceptions. As well as this function, the sculpture operates as a place where people

can sit and interact with one another, engaging on a social level. This addresses the need for community

within the ideal city. Clear parallels can be drawn here with Plato’s Ideal City, a place of harmony

between the external and the internal. Plato’s ideal city, as with every utopia, has its totalizing aspects.

Xhixha’s structure as the utopian idea is imperfect in itself; the same could be said about modern

Europe with its social stratification.
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Another, highly important source of inspiration for Xhixha’s design is that of the late Renaissance artists
interpretations of the Ideal City, especially with regard to their iconography. Repeatedly, artists
attempted to create their own visual representation of utopia, with the recurring theme throughout these
works being the use of concentric circles. Tomasso Campanella’s ‘City of the Sun’, for example, uses
circular rings make up the walls of the city as though they are layers, the same is true of Bartolomeo Del
Bene’s ‘City of Truth’. The circle is a universal symbol with extensive meaning. It represents the notions
of totality, wholeness, original perfection, the Self, the infinite, eternity, timelessness, all cyclic
movement, God and more. The rich symbolic meanings that surround the circle makes it seem a fitting
shape for any renaissance artist to adopt into their imagined, ideal society.
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Xhixha has returned to these ideas and applied the use of concentric circles into his own sculpture. The
shape of the sculpture, with its benches oscillating outwards from the center, draw clear inspiration from
the Renaissance ideal cities. The benches offer a place for interaction and engagement with one
another, reflecting the need for a sense of community and unification within society. Sitting on the
benches and looking into the central mirrors, we are forced into a position of interaction with the people
around us and with our own reflection. Xhixha’s structure reflects not only ourselves, but the others who
chose to sit on the benches. 
Xhixha’s “Bliss” is a sculptor’s attempt to answer the problems which Europe currently faces, it is a
commentary on the individual as well as diversity within community, and references a rich history of
utopian ideals.
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