
by Hazlin Hassan

Young female designers rocked the 
Malaysian International Furniture Fair 

(MIFF) this year, making a clean sweep of 
the top three awards in the Furniture Design 
Competition (FDC).

Ong Sze Xian, a student of Product and 
Furniture Design at First City University 
College, took top prize, which included a 
RM6,000 cheque, for her FLOAT creation, a 
free-standing shelf based on the concept  
of play.

Ms. Ong, 22, who hails from Johor, 
Malaysia’s hub for furniture manufacturing, 
explained that she came up with the 
inspiration from children playing on 
monkey bars.

“Playing is one of the living functions in 
our life. Children are floating while playing it, 
so I was inspired by that,” she said.

On the other hand, Universiti Teknologi 
Malaysia student Sharon Wong Sik Dang 

took second spot and RM3,000 cash with 
LOLLIPOP WORLD, a colourful coat rack and 
two side tables. Young working mother Tan 
Sin Yin won the RM1,000 third prize for 
LIFE, a cabinet inspired by the Tetris tile 
matching puzzle.

This year’s FDC drew 304 entries, a 
31% increase from 2017. Many of the 20 
finalists presented ideas on space saving 
solutions and their designs are displayed at 
the new Millennials@Design (MAD) gallery 
at MITEC.

Summing up the jury’s choice,  
Mr. Philip Yap, MIFF FDC Chief Judge, 
said, “FLOAT is taking design a step 
ahead with aesthetics, functionality and 
modularity. This approach is complete 
with creative thinking as well as putting 
users’ experience as priorities. LOLLIPOP 
WORLD is an interpretation of a young, free 
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Media MICE Pte. Ltd. is the co-publisher of 
MIFF’s Furnish Now magazine and show news 
since 2011. Congratulations UBM Malaysia for 
another successful MIFF show. Thank you for 
making Media MICE a part of the MIFF family!
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and cheerful lifestyle; LIFE is an 
interesting approach to futuristic 
and contemporary furniture, 
luxurious yet fanciful, creative  
and functional.” 

Three international juries vetted 
hundreds of entries vying for 
recognition of design excellence in 
the FDC and exhibitor categories, the 
Best Presentation Award (BPA) and 
Furniture Excellence Award (FEA).

Over 20 winners and merit 
recipients were awarded at a 
ceremony held at the Malaysia 
International Trade and Exhibition 
Centre (MITEC), on the eve of the 
closing of the four-day trade show. 

Mr. Zilahi Imre, FEA Chief Judge 
from Romania, urged furniture 
makers to make bold changes, and 
“surprise with an attitude,” as judges 
sought original ideas.

“Technological innovations, 
strong design input, new materials 
and new functionalities, modularity 
and innovative thinking – these are 
the buzzwords for 2018.”

Mr. Zeki Yucel, BPA Chief Judge 
from Turkey, said that exhibitors 
“should do something that 
differentiates them from other 
exhibitors. It is very clear that 
your concept, your presentation, 
your display, your layout, your 
appearance, and your attractiveness 
help a lot to meet this goal. It is not 
surprising that all these concepts 
constitute the main criteria of MIFF’s 
Best Presentation Award.”

Ms. Karen Goi, MIFF General 
Manager said: “The enthusiastic 
response from exhibitors and 
aspiring designers resonates with 
the new MIFF theme ‘Design 
Connects People’. This is the real 
success of the awards, to spur 
greater creativity and bring more 
excitement and value into the show 
halls of our trade show.”
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a skilled carpenter with 25 years of 
industry experience.

His seminar entitled: “White Collar vs 
Blue Collar. Craft Will Make the Country 
Great Again!” sought to raise awareness 
of the importance of the `blue collar’ role 
in the furniture design industry. 

Mr. Tan lamented that there are 
not many skilled crafters left today 
in Malaysia, and these include skilled 
carpenters, metal smiths, builders, 
porcelain makers and others.

He cited examples of a few countries 
that value blue-collar workers and are 
doing well because of the skills of their 
workers. These include Germany, Japan, 
China and Switzerland.

“Germany was an agricultural economy 
but after World War 2, they emerged 
stronger and became an industrialised 
country. Germany treated their blue-collar 
workers well.  Both white and blue collar 
worked hand-in-hand and complement 
one another,” he said.

Mr. Tan said today the country 
produces at least 2,300 international 
famous brands, including quality 
automobiles like Mercedes, BMW and 
Volkswagen. That speaks volume of their 
blue-collar workers’ quality of skills.

He also gave examples of Japanese 
crafters. Craftsmanship has been a long 
time tradition of Japan and today it still 
thrive. He mentioned a famous carpenter 
school Akiyama Mokko which offers 
nine-years of free intensive carpentry 
course.

In the case of China, it has been a 
craft-oriented country for 20 years.

There are now more vocational 
schools in urban China, giving an 
alternative to students who do not wish 
to pursue the mainstream education 
system.

The market is huge given that China 
is now ‘the world’s factory’, and mass-
production results in prices of goods 
going down.

Meanwhile in Taiwan, the tradition 
of craftsmanship can still be found as 
about three per cent of population can do 
carpentry work, noted Mr. Tan. 

In Malaysia, however, there is still 
a gap between the white collar and 
blue collar sectors. Most parents are 
prejudiced and unhappy if their children 
attend vocational school. 

“We have to change the mindset of 
how people look at blue collar work. It 
is an important and purposeful work. 
Imagine if we only have white-collar jobs 
(i.e. designers) who will be making the 
products?” asked Mr. Tan. 

He then gave examples of some 
designers overseas who have mastered 
their crafts and are both designing and 
creating their own products. 

He encouraged young people today 
to learn a craft, which will be useful and 
rewarding. “Do whatever you want to 
do but you should stay focused, and you 
must do it well,’ he concluded. 

Elevating Skilled Craftsmanship

by Chow Ee-Tan

What is design?  Philip Yap of PYD 
Associates, China, an award-winning 

designer with more than 30 years of 
experience, attempted to explore the 
different facets of design in a seminar 
entitled `Have Fun with Design’ at the 
Malaysian International Furniture Fair 
(MIFF) yesterday.

Mr. Yap, who is chief judge of the MIFF 
Furniture Design Competition (FDC) since 
2014, emphasised that design always 
starts with an idea. “A design comes 
from what you see, digest and think. As 
a designer, you have to constantly look 
around and discover things,” he said. 

He went on to differentiate between 
the role of a designer and the role of 
an artiste. While an artiste can take 
creativity to a different level and think 
outside of the vision of a community, 
a designer must make sure his or her 
product sells. 

He said a designer should not directly 
translate information but think outside 
the box.

“Never design something and just stop 
there. Continue to experiment and evolve 
with it,” said Mr. Yap. “As a designer, you 
also have to be brave enough to kill your 
design when necessary and start all over 
again.” 

He went on to elaborate on what 
is style, what is element and what 
is concept, by showing the audience 
examples of some well-known styles that 
designers worked with.

They include Scandinavian style 
that is known for its simple shape, sleek 
lines and well-proportioned furniture; 
industrial style that features `industrial 
materials’ such as metal; and the 
Neoclassical style that is characterised 
by elegant and luxurious furniture with 
lavish fabrics and ornaments. 

“When adopting a style, designers 
should also take into consideration 
colours and material used,” said Mr Yap. 
“Also, make sure it is both practical and 
aesthetical.”

Speaking on the elements of a design, 
he said designers should see an object, 
digest it and then transform it into 

another shape.  But do not directly take 
an object and put it into the design. 

He said design elements can be taken 
from various sources, such as elements 
from architecture, elements of feng shui 
or elements of engraving.

Mr. Yap said the concept of a design 
emerges when there is a mix and 
development of elements together.  He 
said a popular concept can be based on 
culture, and cultures can be fused such 
as the mixing of Chinese and Western 
elements.

He said the concept of cross-cultural 
design has already existed since the Tang 
Dynasty of China. Europeans who had 
travelled to China had been influenced by 
the grandeur of Chinese culture at that 

time, and had used Chinese elements 
in the architecture and design of their 
palaces and buildings.  

“Designers should have an aim in 
the development and evolvement of 
elements into a concept of functionality 
is important, and so is the design 
positioning,” explained Mr. Yap. “When 
it is furniture design, one has to think 
of the surrounding. Furniture does not 
stand alone, it must be thought of in the 
context of the space interior.”

“I believe that when you put your 
heart into studying another culture, you 
can adopt that culture as yours. Always 
keep your mind open and try to take in 
new things. These are the attitudes that 
make a good designer,” he concluded.

design, actually

by Chow Ee-Tan

Blue-collar workers have always been less 
appreciated compared to their white-

collar counterparts, although the former is 
the backbone of an industry. 

It’s the tinkerers, the crafters and the 
builders who make the industry great, 
said Walter Tan of Element Furniture, 
Hong Kong, a designer who is also 










