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Asian Design

Students learn about Asian Design – with a focus upon capacity building in the Asian 
Way of Doing Design.

Industrial Design Studies, 12 Credits, July 2011
Tutor: Soumitri Varadarajan (soumitri.varadarajan@rmit.edu.au) 

Contact Hours | Duration: 3 hours per week | 12 weeks. [39 hours contact]
Non-Contact | Self Directed Hours: 6 hours per week | 12 weeks [78 hours expected]

Location: 88.6.13/13 A & B, 
Day | Time: Monday Mornings | 9-12

This tutorial is about 'new' Asian design that will make a 
mark in the future. This is a tutorial about the 'spirit', the 
traditions and the cacophony that is Asia bursting into 
the amnesic west dominated design space - and violently 
shaking it up.

While European intellectual, cultural, and commercial life 
stagnated during the early medieval period, Asia 
flourished as the wellspring of science, philosophy, and 
religion. Then over a few centuries Asia lost this 
intellectual superiority. By the 1950s the world was 
effectively in its European phase, but Asia was slowly 
waking up. In 1976 the CB750 a Japanese motorcycle 
demolished the British motorcycling Industry. Then in the 
1980s Sony took over the leadership of audio and video 
products. Twenty years later China took over as the place 
for hitech manufacture. The name of the Russian rock 
group (EIMIC) says it all. EIMIC stands for Everything is 
Made in China. Zaha Hadid designs the Seoul design 
center, signalling South Korea has arrived too. Just as 
surely, Japan continues its slide into a long period of 
depression. Now waiting in the wings are a newer Asian 
countries jostling to make a mark.

Asian design brings to the table tremendous vitality, and 
Asian inspired designs look and feel emotionally powerful. 
This is in sharp contrast to the 20th century design that 
has been bland, colourless and utterly meaningless. 
Japan came into its own some 30 years ago, then left the 
field for China. While China is slowly discovering its 
identity, others like Thailand are forging ahead with their 
own mix of the traditional and contemporary.

In 2005 we at RMIT Industrial Design felt we needed 
more Asia in our program, and began to work to make 
that happen. Today, 5 years later we have done half a 
million dollars worth of scholarships, and 80 people have 
crossed over mixing Asia and contemporary design. 
Many of them speak of the deep difference this has 
made to the way they think about design.

This tutorial then is about forging new ground, about 
rewiring your brian and making Asia significant for 
yourself.
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Key Learning objectives

The course has a specific area, Asian Design, and a 
particular way, Reading texts, Documenting Asian 
Design, to go about the semester.

Content

Understanding Asian Design

Methods

Readings, Literature Research and Making Books

Online Resources

There is one Library Subject Guide associated with this 
tutorial: http://rmit.libguides.com/AsianDesign

Activities

There are three things you will do in this course:

1. Asian Design Documentation: Your main project will 
be to choose a particular Asian country and 
research “design” in that country. Using four specific 
methods - TimeLine, Literature Collection, Visual 
Archive, Essay, Bibliography.

2. Reading: We will be reading the book “When Asia 
was the World” By Stewart Gordon. The reading of 
the book will be to inform ourselves about the 
mediaeval period in Asia when, intellectual life in Asia  
flourished .

3. The Books: All the work done in this course by the 
students – will be collected into one single volume, 
which I have called the Reader.

Deliverables

You will have: 

1. Weekly tasks (homework) to do, arising out of 
activities in the classes.

2. You will produce a section of the collected volume.

3. Participation in the Group Project to deliver the 
Reader at the end of the semester.

Evaluation
Your marks allocation will be as below:

Timeline/ 10 - Literature Search/ 30 - Visual Archive/ 30 &

Essay/ 30

Readings
You are required to buy the following book for this course:

When Asia Was the World by Stewart Gordon
Amazon 11$ approx

“While European intellectual, cultural, and commercial life 
stagnated during the early medieval period, Asia flourished 
as the wellspring of science, philosophy, and religion. 
Linked together by a web of religious, commercial, and 
intellectual connections, the different regions of Asia's vast 
civilization, from Arabia to China, hummed with commerce, 
international diplomacy, and the brisk exchange of ideas.”
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