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THE SUM OF
WHAT YOU HAVE

COLIN SEAH, FOUNDER, MINISTRY OF DESIGN

A designer ponders the sometimes unecasy link between
ownership and identity.

BY LI HAOHAN
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SHOT ON LOCATION AT MINISTRY OF DESIGN SINGAPORE
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of his family home 10

hen Colin Seah moved out !
with

setile down with his wife, he took nothing |
him besides his |1-rmm.1| effects and a batteret

- ) - - l.II-
old pot. “That pot had special meaning (o me
alone in the house,

v Aslerix and

he says, “When [ was growing up, whenever I was
I would cook noodles in it and eat from itas | read m
Obelix comic books”

‘That was a world away, but Colin remembers it vividly. He is now i€
of Singapore’s most progressive voung designers, the founder and
head of the award-w i-min{: Minisiry of I}':'-"i[-f"' arn uﬂ;‘llil(‘ﬂllnﬁ :m:!
interior :I:-:.'l'gn practice with offices in Singapore, Malaysia anid China.
He has designed beautiful objects and has carned I"I“'""].“‘"‘ for them,

but the battered old pot has remained aceessible somew here in his

CONSCIUSNEEsS,

When I caught up with him in Singapore, he had just returned

from Tokvo where he was w orking on a special project. A group of
Singaporean designers, including him, had been invited to work with
Japanese artisans on a range of new products for the international
market. They were 1o provide the conceptual skill and marey them
with the artisanal mastery of their counterparts. Colin was assigned
to work with a fabric maker, and has also chosen to work with a

El-it:hﬂ'ull{'r,

I'he first makes wa-sarasa, the Japanese cotton print that is made into
moren, the traditional fabric dividers that are hlmg between rooms and
in doorways. Made 1o specific application, the artisan only creates

bespoke pieces.

phone and shows me a picture of a begyye I
Ul ey
|

I!'Ihii'l.'(- - lh{' o
. LY
ad SUpPerigy

Colin holds up his - et
way it looks, I can tell it that it is expe

glass. From the

ynd the clarity of the piece denote exclusivigy

design ¢
refinement.

“[ Doy vioua know hiow II'lIIL'h it {‘f_llrilﬁ." he asks. 1 r'l'mlit‘ & I'n:'rh- acey
: | .

HIIL‘SE‘i.

“Yes, S200 for one glass! Isn't that crazy!™ he marvels,

= o
I counter that some brands like Schott Swiezel have "“:"“H'lhing _
Simj

and equally expen sive, “I'm sure people are going to pay for g™ |
] ’ P, -’ tqll
him.

“But we have to tell the story behind i) he insists, “If] -
nt, I have to know the story behind iy

buy
a bag or a garme i w
1*:-.-|mm-'|'t' «: if 1 couldn’t afford it then at least | know why peuall m
LEN . A 3
willing to pay for it. il

“The same thing with the noren curtains. We have 1o 1| the who)
. ) _ . .
storv. why it is so time-consuming to make, with the artisan miyg
the colours one at a time, and applying the templates one by me""ﬂ
. . o : Y one,
and moving the cloth each time, and waiting for it to drv, It i <
. a

laborious i}HJ'E'I.'H?L-

[ni‘[i“ll:l.‘,' the wa-sarasa artisan he collaborated with didn’t unde

why Colin wanted some ‘imperfections” to show. Colin was interesteq
in Igighljgh:ing the “hand’, but the artisan, with his rjgﬂl'ﬂus di*‘:ipling
steeped in tradition, was aiming for perfection that bore the zerg -
consistency of a machine-printed fabric.




61

PORTFOLIO

“If I want to buy a bag or a
garment, | have to know the
story behind it, why it is ve?

expensive; if I couldn’t afford it
then at least I know why people
are still willing to pay for it.”

“IT'wonder how an object like this is viewed in this day of fast moving
consumer goods, where almost everything is disposable. Here in
Singapore, for example, we are almost trained to think that everything
is disposable—even our houses -because we're upwardly mobile.

“Well, maybe not disposable in the sense that vou throw it away....” he
Savs.

“But something that you leave behind or don’t keep,” I offer.

“Exactly”

I tell Colin the first time | encountered the word ‘upgrader’ in the
Singaporean context. When I was editing a property magazine, I kept
hearing people saving that the project was for the ‘upgraders market.
And L often wondered why couldn’t people upgrade without moving to

another pln{-:.

“Yes, why can’t vou upgrade the experience,” Colin asks. “Why can't

vou upgrade internally? made the man’s environment the keystone for the entire project,”
Colin explains,

“And ironically, most of the time, upgrading is limited to more, or

more prestigious, but not necessarily better. I ean argue that the The house has a big hole in the middle of each floor plate for the

person upgrading hasn't really changed. The person who is upgrading hydraulic lift that supports the man’s chair and desk. Depending on

is only acquiring identity through the things that surround him, the where he is within the house, that particular area becomes complete;

things that he owns.” otherwise there is always the void that indicates his absence. In other

words, without him in the room, it is incomplete, Colin explains.
Colin is dismayed that the word ‘upgrader’ has colored the notion of a
better life in Singapore. “It’s as if I live in a HDB flat because I'm this, “Instead of accommodating him and his changed circumstance,
orin a condo unit because I'm that, like I'm better” Koolhaas decided to make him the spirit of the entire house. 1 think
that’s a brilliant way of thinking the design.”
He emphasizes, however, that it is different if the ‘upgrader” has

undergone some profound transformation. “Do you remember that Colin claims he is not against upgrading, if a person has changed his
famous Bordeaux house by OMA, the one the hyvdraulic platform? lifestyle or mindset. If a person’s circumstance has changed then there
Roolhaas' brief was simply to create a house, but during the design will be an attendant upgrade. Or shifi. But ofien here in Singapore, it's
stage the client had an accident and became wheelchair-bound. upward mobility - which is material.

“So Koolhaas decided to create a house around this man’s changed “Why can’t change come so that instead of upwards, it’s downward?

circumstance, But instead of ramps and lifts for the hand icapped, he That might be a better thnngl:.' a






