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Introduction

By Winnie Won Yin Wong

Globalization is often portrayed as hyper-mobility across spaces of heterogeneity. In this imaginary
landscape, unfettered movement, seamless translation and complete reciprocity reign. Such an uto-
pia requires impossibly totalizing and instantaneous objects, things like universal translators and
total-information computers. But whether unleashed in reality or in science fiction, mobile objects
quickly become encumbered by quotidian problems: enabled with our mobile phones, we obsess
about how we might carry them (in a purse, a pocket, on a belt or neck strap?), where we can use
them (will it work in Europe? can I text you from India?), and why not (is it GSM triband, quadband,
IDMA, or CDMA?). “Roaming” frustrates.

thresholds 34 situates portability—the fidelity of function across cultures, languages,
platforms, spaces—as a central design problem of the mobile age. Art, Architecture, and Design, can
respond to the fictions of the mobile in both critical and productive ways. Our contributors probe
the historical roots of free exchange, explore the contradictions unleashed by mobile objects and
concepts, create portable solutions, or use portable objects themselves to investigate place-based
constructs, transactions, or politics.

Unsurprisingly, capitalism is a common field of inquiry for many of our contributors. The
regulated nature of movement in American capitalism is the subject of both Gautham Rao’s and
Carlos Martin’s studies. Their accounts, respectively, of the profitable movement of re-exported
goods in the mid-19th century through US port cities, and the trans-border portability of construc-
tion and design skill in 1990s California and Mexico, scrutinize the interdependence of regulated
transfer and illicit movement.

De-regulation as an operative fiction of global capital is tantalizingly offered in today’s
Dubai. As Nadia Alhasani describes, the horizons of capital’s expansionist imaginaries may seem
preposterous in old-world terms, but are in fact, supported by long-established facts on the ground.
So it is fitting that Saud Sharaf’s part-business plan, part-urban design proposal for an oceanic
mega-transshipment port in the Persian Gulf looks like a viable venture but also rather like Max
Kuo’s absurdist real estate and urban design proposal for profit “recentering” in grid- and ring-
locked Beijing. If proposals for such massive reconfigurations of urban landscapes are simultane-
ously serious and absurd, as Hijoo Son suggests, it is because globalization is, more often than not,
a (realistic) science fiction.

Kuo’s and Sharaf’s proposals are two of the numerous contributions in thresholds 34 that
utilize the disciplinary frictions between architecture and art to rethink the mobile as the quasi-por-
table. Dina Deitsch describes the striking transformation of a Texas motel room into a sculpture of
50 suitcases, now on display at a boutique hotel in Chicago, in Joel Ross’s Room 28. As Deitsch ar-
gues, the roadscape of capital is also the unhindered, liminal site of the American road trip; a fiction
that is de-sublimated by Ross’s invented memory of unrequited love that lies behind the work. In the
same way, Xiao Xiong’s journal entries from his Enter and Exit frustrate the supplementation of the
great history of the Chinese Communist Party with the half-memories and partial-confirmations of
the people-there, now.

Xiao and Ross share loosely a guise of the “traveling artist.” Both work “on the road” and
not in explicit performance contexts, but both tote away objects as their artistic act. In contrast,
Plamen Dejanoff’s Planet of Comparisons brings art institutions into his oeuvre and his hometown
in Bulgaria, by brazenly demanding that they build museum outposts in this (for-now) unknown
peripheral location. For Mihnea Mircan, Dejanoff’s strategy of working within capital and within



