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Translation:  Katherine Lewald / Köln 
“As an art form which is applied to the ego, design generates a highly topical collection of skills for its smart carrier. This package consists of speed, information, irony, taste and a second ruthlessness.”
from: Peter Sloterdijk, Das Zeug zur Macht. Bemerkungen zum Design als Modernisierung von Kompetenz (2006) (=The Stuff of Power. Comments on Design as a Modernisation of Competence).
“Today, being means being replaceable. All that is, could also exist in another form.”
Norbert Bolz, Absolutheitshunger (Yearning for the Absolute), SWR II, 11.11.2008 
“The gods who were ejected from the heaven of religions, have returned as idols of the market place. Advertising and marketing have filled the vacant slots in concept paradise. Perfumes have names such as eternity and heaven, cigarettes promise freedom and adventure, and cars guarantee fortune and self-discovery. In a nutshell: brands occupy values in order to eventually replace them.”
 The context in which artists and designers work today has definitely become very mundane. As is well known, consumerism is the name of the old-new drug which fuels our functionally differentiated society. Without 20th century design, this society would not have been possible.
 On the one hand, death, the “definitive consumption of things”
, is a consistent form of consumerism. On the other hand, this also applies to the desire to constantly produce different and “new” things. Design plays a crucial role in this context. In the same way that film created the paradoxical phenomenon of “personality”
 at the beginning of the 20th century, consumerism created the cold aura of objects – an all encompassing “lifestyle”. Without it, design would not be what it is today.
According to Boris Groys, artists can be seen as “exclusive consumers of anonymously produced things which have always been around in our culture”
. Designers, on the other hand, operate between a luxurious innovative cult, a critical commentary on the developments in consumerism and a parallel desire to find an individual third way beyond these paths. Today, the question is: how do designers go about combining the autonomy of their forms with a critical approach towards the world of consumerism? This is no simple task. How do designers find their personal starting point and how do they go beyond it? How does today’s design infiltrate current “innovative routines” (Dirk Baecker)? How fictional are the designs of current functions and how functional is the approach within fictional contexts? From which contexts can one escape without immediately being caught up in new ones? How can information and decoration, usefulness and nonchalance, and luxury and frivolousness be combined in our times? At which point does the communication of consumerism become no more than the application of a designed zero? Is one of design’s aims to be found in the utopia of not having to be produced anymore? 
 The question regarding the difference between art and design is actually historically obsolete because all forms of design have long since become functionally usable and all functions within these material contexts can also be created in a dysfunctional way (in other words, irrationally, subversively, subjectively, excessively). At the same time, we do not know what to expect from either non-art
 or from non-design -- this development was triggered by Marcel Duchamp’s readymades. Consequently, it makes all the more sense to look for general problems which affect both of these very different media. In as early as 1992, Walter Grasskamp identified the looming dysfunctionality of the new design of the times in relation to the developments in art with perspicacious and brief words: “Dysfunctionality increases exhibition value.”
 Clearly, art and design’s common problem lies in dealing with the dysfunctionality and ambivalence between communication and consumerism, and between function and fiction. Dysfunctional is not only a medium geared at getting attention in a mass of similar media. An artist/designer who switches from an apparently familiar context to another unknown context in order to emphasise a difference, is also using a dysfunctional approach.
Today, concepts such as autonomy, truth and uniqueness which developed alongside the medium art, inspire the idea of being able to acquire something priceless.
 The new form of design undermines and enhances this one-sided speculation thus leading it to a point zero. If design is to serve neither mass consumerism nor the need for luxury shared by only a few, then where is it actually heading?
In abstract terms, the “point zero” of design portrays a confrontation in which distinctions are made regarding the connection between old and new, and functions and fiction. The defining of the context of a particular design is also laid out and this context replaces old forms with new stories. By combining previously functional forms with fictitious formats, distinctions between functions and fiction are replaced by shapes of objects as hyper-real creations. Each exterior design is replaced by a relativising kind of recursive observation. Context develops between forms and functions, and between objects and stories.
Today, design as a hybrid form of non-art is uniquely different and reproducible – it generates shapes that can be produced from novel kinds of combinations and distinctions. Through its indirect connection with art, design can be defined as a contemporary form of non-art – this makes it all the more interesting as far as art is concerned. Furthermore, its distinction lies not only in that which it no longer is (i.e. a functional, appropriate, sensible form) but also in that which it seems increasingly to be becoming: a way of implementing differences. As a form, the medium design is obviously predestined to combine the variety of its own ambivalences with the paradox of portraying itself as a place full of contradictions.
Design increasingly refers to a kind of creating which has been transferred to the observer’s individual space. With Modernism, design aimed at “forming the observer’s view so as to enable him to discover things for himself.”
. The functionally oriented design of Modernism confronted its subject with the question of “how it wanted to show itself, which shape it wanted to take on and how it wanted to be seen by others. (…) After God’s death, design became the medium of the soul”
 The body was no longer to be the soul’s prison. Instead, the revelation of the hidden interior became apparent in the exterior’s design. “Design filled the gap once occupied by religion.”

In the same way that modern design shifted the direct creation of objects to the indirect communication between people and things, and also between things and people, art at the beginning of the 20th century indirectly broadened its aesthetic function through a basic change of contexts. At the beginning of the 20th century, Marcel Duchamp started to infiltrate the medium art and also to map the unknown continent of non-art by shifting industrially produced functional shapes into an artistic context. To this day, the readymade is the most influential “point zero medium” of the 20th century.
Since the sixties of the last century, art and design have ceased to be real opposites. Instead they reflect the proportional increase between these historical reference values. We observe certain objects of art because they inspire novel connections between art and life – an umbrella, a pipe or a Brillo Box may come to mind. We are able to recursively relate to objects of design because -- among other things -- we can actually use them or not. Claes Oldenburg’s legendary “Bedroom Ensemble, Replica I” (1969) but also the perplexing furniture sculptures by Franz West, and Richard Artschwager’s functional fictions, provide insights into surroundings which turn a home into a place of anonymous unreality. Above all, design functions in the context of art by undermining our established ideas on authenticity and autonomy. Art has become an effect of its own observation in which “design” suddenly acquired a new status.
Today, the intersection at which both qunatities meet is cold and abstract. This context has yet to be formulated -- no more but also no less. The combination of seemingly incompatible elements (such as forms and fiction), the substitution of functions and attempts to model even the invisible, show that literally everything is constantly being defined as alterable. Nothing ages as quickly as the “final version” over which contemporary producers of images and texts are currently labouring. The divide between the real and the alterable is increasing. The reciprocal transformation of these two quantities – in this case art and design -- has become the actual topic. This programme requires not only observation but also living and creating. Consequently, museums and galleries are also being redefined: instead of only displaying location-dependent specific objects, they provide various options which create unexpected and unplanned connections between observation and combination, and evaluation and the comparison of relations. While this development has led to the decline of previous functional standards and methods in design, it has also opened up new room for individual exploration. A tendency towards endless redesign has developed between the surfaces of objects and the skills of authors and observers. This historical fact has been furthering design to this day. Form follows future -- even and especially if this future has not yet occurred. 

Design embodies an imaginary black box. As Peter Sloterdijk wrote with some foresight in his essay Das Zeug zur Macht (= The Stuff of Power)(2006), this black box simulates a “skilled handling of the unskilful”
. Above all, it also conjures up a (user) interface with multiple reflections. This interface is unsettling because it introduces something which reflects our relationship with objects and consequently also with ourselves. Today, automatic evolutionary self-organisation has become a ruling paradigm. According to the philosopher and media theorist Norbert Bolz and his work BANG DESIGN. Design-manifest des 21. Jahrhunderts, post-modern design is no longer based on “objects but on emotions. Form follows consumers’ feelings, not the function of the matter at hand.”
 Evidently, design has become one central medium among many anonymous representational media aimed at providing an identity. “New is the opposite of that which is valid right now” Beat Wyss
 wrote on the occasion of the Documenta 12 in order to characterise the compulsion in the evolution of western art to be innovative. Changeability lies in the medium of observation which resides in the medium of those things which are still pliable. This may serve as a conclusion on the evolution of design. 
Without doubt, the design of things and the way in which it is shown both on virtual surfaces and in real artistic venues, changes our approach towards things. At the same time, these objects also change the way we comport ourselves. Because the modern ego increasingly communicates by means of devices and is forced to “make decisions in real-time”, the self loses its distinct identity thus getting lost in endless loops of electronic “auto information”.
 

When, as was the case in Modernism, the copy of a copy appears as the picture of a reproducible original, both quantities lose their historical significance. Today, the aura of uniqueness, of which Walter Benjamin still dreamed, can at most be found in storable files. Design as a form and formula which categorically reproduces everything, is part of a context that has incorporated even the old medium art. Both in the shape of digitally calculable information and an unpredictable and open pattern, design is discovering its own evolution – and also a kind of promise. In his essay “Das Medium der Kunst (= The Medium of Art)” which was published in 1986, Niklas Luhmann wrote: “The artwork is forced to be something which it can no longer be. Consequently, its social context has to be reorganised accordingly.” 

In this ocean of options each and everyone – not only artists/designers – will eventually find an inspiring wave.
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