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Open Design Studio is an initiative put forward by a community of younger generation graphic designers from Novi Sad and Bratislava who aspire to create a platform for contemplating (rethinking) and practicing design as an open, collaborative and educational discipline. Fore mentioned traits are typically considered imminent in the context of graphic design viewed as a creative process, but the reality tells us that contemporary design is marked with firm author identity and unsurpassed intellectual property. These reflections put even more weight on the Open Design Studio project which encompasses a two-year timeline packed with workshops organized for college students enrolled in the Novi Sad and Bratislava Academies of Arts, high school students of Bogdan Suput School of Design in Novi Sad, and public exhibitions on the streets of Novi Sad where building facades served as application areas.

In early May of 2009. City of Novi Sad hosted a five-day workshop on the topic of “Visual Decontamination of the City” organized on behalf of the Open Design Studio 03. Workshop participants were gathered among the students of the Department of New Media and Visual Communications of the Novi Sad Academy of Arts. Collaboration was established between the students and their slightly older and more qualified colleagues to produce a series of “interventions” in terms of posters, stickers, graffiti stencils, sound installations, etc. The core principle was to employ an activistic and subversive approach manifested through the establishment of a quasi-regulatory City Governance manuscript. More than 10 executed works responded to the workshop topic, commenting on the tarnished visual culture of Novi Sad, a city seriously lacking adequate space for outdoor advertising. Works produced by the workshop participants were applied in early July on more than 20 locations around Novi Sad.

Authors of the project consider such a deregulation as an upshot of instant capitalism and visual and information pollution of the post-socialist urban environment. Indeed, this segment of public domain remains unregulated to this day, very much like the untamed capitalism which imposed itself as the prevailing economical system of the region, with social consequences comprising unfettered issues of private property and spamming of the urban environment. It could be argued that “Visual Decontamination of the City” project directly addresses the society’s transition from the socialist to the capitalist system, pointing out deregulation as the one of the foremost principles of the transition process, and thus incorporating issues of visual communication and culture of advertising. Building facades of Novi Sad served for seven days as the battlefield between the leading commercial advertisers (at that time, aggressive campaign of the Exit music festival was in progress) and unestablished young designers who made an attempt to draw attention to problems of public outdoor advertising in Novi Sad.

Given that the “Visual Decontamination of the City” project attempts to re-consider the significance of present-day urban environment and re-define one of its sectors (outdoor advertising), it seems interesting to provide a retrospective on theoretical concepts which influenced Serbian and former Yugoslavian designers and architects only 50 years ago. Modernization of the post-war Yugoslavia allowed new themes to creep up, such as environmental design, a discipline scrutinized as an absolute and separate category from urbanism and land development do to its inclusion of the unavoidable matters of communication and interaction in the design process, without relying on physical space and the occupational environment solely (according to Fedor Kritovac, a Croatian architect). Environmental design was considered by the public as a necessity, a factor of integration, a neo-humanistic version of the industrial revolution,  the strongest means of struggle against private and particular interests of the society. It was also termed “absolute”, “total” design which encompassed issues related to architecture and the built environment, their natural, social and psychological consequences, as well as provisions for planning and execution of environmental design projects. Nowadays, the principles of “absolute” environmental design have been put to practice, but in a compromised and somewhat perverse way – through spectacle of the overstated cultural industries, and not through humanistic ideals and ambitions to reach “an environment suited for humans”.

South-African activists for human rights have a saying: “capitalism was not intended to fit the measures of an average man”. This doesn’t seem far from Serbian reality, where strategies for environmental design, its control and sustainability have never received the needed amount of support from public and government sectors. Despite the obstacles, principles of environmental design have, in the past, made their way into many important subject areas, such as organization of the society for example, carrying ideas of abolishment of “all irrational forms of power of one human over another” (Gui Bonsiepe, Higher School of Design, Ulm) – therefore, they made their way towards the idea of essential social egality. 

It can be anticipated from previous paragraphs that Open Design Studio and “Visual Decontamination of the City” project have made a significant impact on the society on a micro-scale level, with their activities and outputs raising awareness about basic issues of environmental design, at the same time drawing guidelines for further considerations.
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