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Kenya Hara seems to straddle a line between art and commercialism that bears likeness to our department (I see why they booked him!). I was at first confused as to difference between his work for Muji from the exhibitions he coordinated, but he didn’t seem eager to place them in neat individual packages. I can see the influence one has on the other, though I knew next to nothing about Hara before tonight’s lecture.


On the department’s website, under Hara’s face, a caption reads something to the effect of Hara being interested in designing “circumstances” or “situations” as opposed to objects. This is certainly not the most pragmatic approach to describing his work given that Hara is first and foremost a product designer. Of course Hara designs “objects.” However, the distinction between “object” and “circumstance” lies within this concept of “emptiness” that Hara described at length. Products that are devoid of stylistic choice are “empty” in the sense that, through their neutrality, we imbue them with our own experience and memories as they are incorporated into our daily rituals. Minimal as his products are, they do not prescribe any course of action, but instead act as a vessel for the user to fill with his or her own unique circumstance.

While I wouldn’t consider Hara a media artist, I think his notion of emptiness—designing “circumstance”—shares ground with the  notion of an “event” in media art or conceptual art. Where Charlotte Moorman’s performances of TV Bra, TV Cello etc. are layered in their sense of audience (the audience who watches the performance live and the audience who reads about it being shut down in the paper), it could be argued that the patrons of Muji products themselves constitute a “double” audience. First and foremost, those who consume Hara’s products experience his designs from a practical perspective. During their first encounter with a Muji kitchen knife, they discover that the product cuts food. This is audience number one. One could argue that the products themselves become an “event” (like “circumstance”) when they begin to settle into a home, when they become a part of our daily landscape. Through emptiness, they are imbued with our selves and thus become intricately tied to our sense of routine.

