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Abstract
This brief outline registers manifestations of the material universe of the streets through the presentation of
playful-symbolic objects created by non-designers. They were identified as important manifestations in expanding
our repertoire of urban material culture that is spread throughout the contemporary world, which it also reflects.
It reflects social relationships and consumer habits characterized by waste. The four cases, here presented, were
found respectively, in Rio de Janeiro, New York, Paris and São Paulo.

Playful-Symbolic Aspects of Urban Material Culture

This paper proposes to deepen the analysis of playful-symbolic aspects present in 4 real cases identified during
field research that was carried out during the development of the book “Rua dos Inventos, ensaio sobre desenho
vernacular - Invention Street, insight into vernacular design”, edited in September 2002, in Rio de Janeiro, at the
time when a show exhibiting videos, pictures and objects found on the street, as well as interviews with the
inventors, was put on at the Museu Nacional de Belas Artes. 

Among all the diverse objects, shelters, discarded residential furniture, structures created by buskers and many
other artefacts created by non-designers, in adverse conditions, this paper shall highlight four that contain strong
re-signifying characteristics. We shall analyse objects that were seemingly disposable and worthless, but which
after being manipulated by the homeless, acquired a noteworthy, playful-symbolic aspect.

We shall analyse the following: MAGIC WAND, created by the vagrant João Paixão, to protect himself from the
hazards of the streets of Rio de Janeiro; TURBOTRAIN HOMELESS 1, blue plastic bottles, cardboard, wood and a
computer, assembled by Kid, a homeless person that lives in Manhattan; QUESTION GAME, drawn in chalk daily
by the clochard, Jean, on a Parisian street; GUITAR, wood, wire, metal plate and nails made by João do Violão,
that uses residual material found on the streets of São Paulo.

These examples were specifically chosen for the opportunity they provide in studying not only Brazilian vernacular
design, but also the perspective to manifestations found in other countries. According to Maria Cecilia Loschiavo,
author of extensive research on the homeless in São Paulo, Los Angeles and Tokyo in her paper “Spontaneous
design, informal recycling and everyday life in postindustrial metropolis”, “The product of the spontaneous design
is very present and visible throughout the world(…)”.
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However it is important to say that while we are aligning manifestations of four different cities, it is not our
intention to present a comparative study, let alone lead into speculation on aptitude, ability, or creativity of any
of them. The playful-symbolic objects that we shall look at possess common points, as well as specific
characteristics in respect to form, aesthetics, symbology, cost, intervention in public space and others.

Furthermore, certain objects, if observed from a symbolic standpoint, are involved by an atmosphere and can
attain playful significance through the new manner in which they shall be perceived.

From the pictures, structurally detailed sketches and the accounts of the creators of these objects, who are not
professional designers, we should extract a more poetic than academic view of these vernacular manifestations,
which enrich our contemporary urban material culture throughout the world.

We can find common ground between these objects and contemporary art, but feel it is not worth discussing
their artistic weight. Instead we shall focus on discovering the signs that are built in and almost invisible in some
ingenious projects or incomprehensible pieces, that seems to be useless. We are not referring to gadgets, but
rather the bits and pieces that seem to be out of the garbage by mistake, but are filled with a certain mysterious
intent, that lures the more curious types or keen observers noticing what cannot be seen, therefore attributing
significance to matter.

The Magic Wand created by the vagrant, João Gertrudes Paixão, which at first sight does not explicit the
intentions of its inventor, shall be the first real case presented to express more clearly the issue of hidden
significance of everyday objects, which make up the urban material universe of almost all the cities in the world.

Before describing the Magic Wand or presenting any images of this object, it seems pertinent to focus on the
cruel reality of homelessness and the people that need to fulfil their basic practical or subjective necessities with
whatever is at hand, frequently in the garbage dumps. It is commonplace to find people behaving strangely or
roaming the streets and classify them as “another bum or lunatic” so as to avoid any involvement, therefore
isolating this person  - even more- and carrying o without giving a second thought to what is going on in that
person’s life or that something noteworthy, from a design point of view, may be being made by that pitiful
individual. A private reality, in a way, a parallel universe is frequently created by these people to endure survival
on the streets, walkways and parks. An immeasurable, specific, material culture unknown to designers, visual
anthropologists and artists is cultivated and destroyed everyday...because, who cares?

Many of the pieces made by vagrants are urban interventions, which go unnoticed or are despised by the people
walking past them. The reason this research exists is because the author noticed many magic wands hanging from
lampposts in Rio de Janeiro. This was what awakened the great interest in the street material universe, identifying
it as a fertile area to be observed, or even better: not just observed, but included in the visual repertoire as a
representative manifestation of material culture of a determined period, demonstrating the importance of
outcast, concrete facts created by abandoned human beings who use discarded material to guarantee their
survival as well as to build their dreams. In this manner, we can look at João Paixão’s playful object as something
that transports him to his own universe, without which, survival might become unbearable. In his own words:
“Rest by day. By night, work in dreams.”

In his work-dream, he assigns supernatural powers to the pieces of wood, which in unison and bent, transform
into an enchanted object. Designers, in a way, try to attribute powers to the objects they create so as to make
them desirable. The wand isn’t really an object that sparks desire, but possesses a certain enchantment, some
magic that induces a special consciousness and takes the inventor a couple of steps closer to divine protection,
liberating him from physical pain.
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He makes his own clothes, using his own sewing technique. This consists of substituting thread for pieces of
plastic garbage bags, stuck into holes in the fabric. Different techniques are also used in making the wands. In
1998, he would hang a plastic cup on one side of a piece of string and tie the other side to a piece of wood. The
cup had to be aligned with the horizon during either sunrise or sunset. 

It is impossible to speculate what the cup’s real position was, in respect to the horizon, and as João doesn’t
explain, the mystery remains. On the other hand, if we care to speculate, it is possible to say that in maintaining
his eyes on the horizon, he automatically levelled his eyes on the flow of cars in front of him, hence keeping him
aware and out of the vehicles’ way. Certainly, other interpretations are possible and this is only one among many.
It has no commitment to truth and relies solely on imagination. What stimulates the analysis is the establishment
of a dialogue between the observer and the creator. When one speculates on the other’s creations and tries to
discover significance intended or not by the inventor, imagination becomes active and other things can be
generated, for curiosity fertilizes ideas.

Then we could ask ourselves why, after some time, instead of hanging cups on strings, João began to use long
strips of garbage bags, which danced in the wind. Even more so, when he would cast it from side to side. João
usually has a rattler on one of his shorter wands. He wears cardboard necklaces, pencil cases, shoes made of
plastic bottles, scissors and a radio around his neck. He has so many adornments that a whole paper could be
written about him, as was done about Arthur Bispo do Rosário and Fernando Diniz, two well-known men, who
had in common with João, the fact that they were all poor, black, extremely inventive, but outcast and considered
insane, perhaps because their mental health was compromised by extraordinary perception.

Continuing our presentation, we shall now take a look at TURBOTRAIN HOMELESS 1, Kid’s mobile invention

An American, who calls himself Homeless number 1, spends his time on a corner in Manhattan. He makes big
cardboard signs with messages to the president of the USA and to all the homeless people on the planet. His
project is called HOPE (Homeless on Planet Earth) and its headquarters are in the Turbotrain, which is not the first
vehicle he has built. He used to have a rocket. Kid does performances to get money, or funds for his project, as
he calls them. To attract people’s attention, he shakes a big rattler made of a plastic bottle filled with coins and
covered in a black cloth. He tries to make people’s days happier with his magical napkins, which came directly
from the tears in his heart and his styrofoam toilet, made to respond to those who ask him where he “does his
business”. Shamelessly and humourously, Kid roams around in his ultra-equipped vehicle in which he even has a
computer. On the screen, a cardboard sign says: “ Don’t worry about the present; the present is all thou hast.
The future will soon be the present and the present will soon be the past.”

The specific characteristics of João Paixão and Kid supply us with representative information on what we call
vernacular design, a concept that should be better explained, to clarify what interests us about these concrete
facts and the reflections that stem from them. According to the ideas associated to vernacular design expressed
in the British book: G1, by authors Blackwell and Brody:

“Words shift in meaning, but few more than vernacular, when talking about design. Whereas once the
term may have referred to that which was generic and untouched by professional hands, it is now taken by our
contributors to refer to things that are sometimes accidental (...), sometimes highly contrived, but taken away
from their original purpose. Ellen Lupton and Abbot Miller identified the moving target of the vernacular as being
explained by the positioning of a dominant culture against a secondary subculture. The vernacular is the Other
and every discourse has its other. In the post-structuralist style this sets down the sense of meaning as something
entirely relative, and it leaves the definition pretty wide. But it does clearly mark out the idea that vernacular can
relate to almost anything that is outside the conventions of design as it is taught at any one time.

(...) vernacular here tends to link with a sense of native rather than imposed.
(...) The vernacular is always relative...
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(...) Ironically, designers celebrating the vernacular are admiring the absence the designer-as-heroic-
creator.
(...) The vernacular - that mysterious amorphous mass of “native” found materia; - becomes a 
touchstone in this process: it is perhaps seen as the empirical reality for design, how it is when designers
have not been at play.”

In agreement with this concept, it is only necessary to clarify that the term “native” takes on no cultural prejudice
or inferiority, frequently associated to the word. Therefore it is evident that the nativity characteristic contributes
to the cultural enrichment of a determined region.

In this way, we admit to the idea that vernacular design is one of the possible forms of expression in the areas of
visual communication and typography, seen in the works of Jean Baptiste.

In the case of graphic design, we believe that professionals, who take inspiration on this alternate source of
knowledge, have much to gain. They could enrich their expression by incorporating tendencies from beyond their
profession in realizing the value of informally designed graphic elements and visual compositions such as the ones
created by Jean and other visual poets that use the sidewalks, walls and marquees to express themselves. Visual
programmers have a vast array of informal manifestations from which they could extract influence, or not...
according to their own criteria.

Obviously, among all the amateur graphics, it is necessary to distinguish between the visual polluters and the
urban poets or painters who use public space to exteriorise a creative impulse, which has no vandalism in it at all.

The creator of the ephemeral graphic pieces, who we refer to, is called Jean, Johannes, John or João (he
introduces himself with all these names and claims to have no fixed nationality). He shall be referred to as Jean
here, for I was in Paris when I ran into him working in the following way: Everyday at approximately 2:00 pm, he
cleans a stretch of sidewalk in front of the subway station, wipes it with a wet sponge and begins to draw with
chalk. Jean carries a leather briefcase in which he has dozens of notebooks filled with multiple-choice questions.
He writes them down on the sidewalk daily, suggesting a game.

Whoever doesn’t get the answer to the question right, can come back the next day and find the answer written
on the floor, as well as a new question. In all honesty, the questions aren’t so new for people who walk by that
spot everyday, or so I was told by an admirer of Jean who said that he repeats the same questions frequently. This
fact, however, does not diminish our interest in his activity, which is based on math and research on general
knowledge; things some would consider of no real importance. He is always critical, and commenting on the
economic and social state of the world, especially the countries he considers himself a citizen of. He prefers the
company of pigeons, that walk all over his writings in the evening and come to peck at rice that he brings in
bottles and holds out in his hands.

His humour is refined to the point of quoting him: “this is the result of the guillotine: millions of headless people”,
said while observing the crowd rushing in and out of the subway station, and: “this society cannot be understood
through words, only through numbers”, stated while pointing to one of the equations drawn on the sidewalk.

The method Jean uses, by writing on the sidewalk with a tool that can be easily removed, differs greatly from the
abusive form of propaganda used by the shopkeepers: distributing leaflets that dirty the streets. Dematerialization
and the minimum use of material is a characteristic of Jean’s work. Adversely, the waste is remarkable in flyer or
leaflet distribution, which besides being an irrational and unecological form of propaganda, fail to grasp the
public. As leaflet distribution is considered an invasive and irritating practice, most people don’t accept the flyer
or throw it away without even looking at it.
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The playful-symbolic characteristic built in Jean’s habitual practice generates an intervention in public space,
significantly altering the movement on the stretch of sidewalk he uses. Each individual we are analysing generates
some sort of rupture in the status quo of the places they inhabit or interact with.

In our brief collection of real cases where the playful-symbolic aspects are noteworthy, up to know 3 examples of
very different nature have been presented. The first, an object that takes on the role of an amulet. Secondly, the
mobile invention used in the performances of Homeless 1 and thirdly, Jean’s sidewalk question book. The next
invention, a miniature guitar made by João do Violão on the streets of São Paulo, is probably the most playful of
them all. Because of its simplistic and handcrafted beauty, we hesitate in classifying it as a toy, decoration or
adornment, for as an instrument it’s practically useless, due to its wire strings, which prevent it from being tuned
in the traditional fashion. However the tensioned wires alter the sound as they alter the mood of the passers-by,
relaxing them. In the end, uselessness is a gift of poetry. This piece cannot be considered properly enigmatic.

The mini-guitar, as other miniatures and toys built from scrap, can be used decoratively. Musically, it works s a
percussion instrument, a fact that doesn’t seem to bother its inventor; one more João that expresses the vibrancy
of his instrument through the material reconstruction and re-signification of a piece known to all of us, but in this
case is given personality at the inventor’s will. What you see is what you get, free of mysteries or hidden
significance. It was important to include invention in our collection of playful-symbolic objects, precisely because
of its apparent naiveté, the innocence it expresses, while the other three subvert or try to subvert the material
universe, consciously or not.

The poetry in João Paixão’s assemblage, in Kid’s mobile invention, in Jean’s open questions, in João do Violão’s
instrument and in so many others spread throughout the world transmits information about an immeasurable
and impenetrable reality. This research registered and catalogued a tiny amount in comparison to the endless
artefacts of what we consider to be significant manifestations of vernacular design and urban material culture.

In conclusion, it would be clarifying to note that often researchers and artists that liaise with homeless people are
branded as exploiters of misery. This notion was an ever-present factor in the process and research for this project.
We hope all the respect and compassion that surrounded the relationships made along the course of this project
were duly translated into these typed pages.
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