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			Introduction


			We work to make a living. But living itself requires more than just income, and work (given how much time we spend doing it) can play a large part in how we define ourselves, our purpose in society and our quality of life.


			During the 1970s, author Studs Terkel interviewed a diverse cross section of Americans for Working, a groundbreaking oral history in which he asked real people to “talk about what they do all day and how they feel about what they do.”


			He spoke to over 100 people—everyone from a cabdriver to a stock­broker, from a grave digger to a jazz musician. Their anecdotes led Terkel to conclude that work was ultimately “a search for daily meaning as well as daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than torpor; in short, for a sort of life rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying.” In the pages of this book, we meet people from around the world for whom work is more than a simple job to be discarded at the end of a long day. Some are enabled by the strength of a single vision, some through the power of partnership; and others’ ideas serve to create and attract communities.


			When we asked these business owners to speak frankly about their careers and values, certain words recurred: grit, adventure, even naïveté. We quickly discovered that becoming a successful entrepreneur extends beyond the strength of one’s ideas and the ability to profit from them. It is dependent as much on private wounds as on public appearance; as much on the clients omitted from portfolios as on those mentioned in press releases; as much on the flash of brilliance as on the daily grind. We heard tales of widely respected industry leaders filing for bankruptcy to stay on top; of a designer dressing Michelle Obama from her home studio; of people serving as their company’s CEO and also its janitor. Meaningful work, it seems, occurs during the process between an idea’s conception and its realization. 


			Like Studs Terkel in his homage to jobs, we want work to improve the quality of life throughout the week: to help foster creativity, fortify ­relationships and forge new communities and to inspire people to make business more personal.




				nathan williams & doug bischoff, copenhagen
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			Designed by Norm Architects, the Kinfolk  office in Copenhagen offers staff different work environments, from an open-plan office  to private meeting rooms, a canteen and, right, a private reading nook.
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			1:


			A Single Vision


			Nobody goes it alone, but there are those who lead the way.
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			Nitzan Cohen


			Nitzan Cohen’s first venture into the world of design was thanks to a LEGO kit he received for his seventh birthday. “I grew up in a socialist, communal environment that only exists in Israel,” he says of his childhood on a kibbutz. “The notion of design as a career wasn’t something I was exposed to at all, so becoming a designer was a long process.” 


			Nitzan had originally pursued a career in television, and tried to master sound and lighting in his teens. “I worked in an Israeli studio for a couple of years, but it became boring,” he says. “I began playing around with props for fun, and that’s when I realized that design is what excites and interests me.” 


			Nitzan followed his dream, studying applied art at the Avni Institute of Art and Design in Tel Aviv and later attending the prestigious Design Academy Eindhoven in the Netherlands. After graduating, he interned with industrial designer Konstantin Grcic in Munich, Germany. 


			“I worked with Konstantin for five years—I learned so much. At the time, it was a very small studio. He’s now one of the most significant designers worldwide,” Nitzan says. “The cliché dream of every young design student is to open a studio, but for me the moment came when it just felt right to do my own thing.” 


			He set out to establish his own multidisciplinary practice and opened Studio Nitzan Cohen in 2007. Nitzan’s philosophies are rooted in the relationship between furniture design and the human body. “Furniture becomes part of people’s everyday lives,” he says. “It’s about creating characters. One day, I’ll hopefully find something of mine in a flea market! That’s when I’ll know that one of my pieces has actually lived.”


			As a designer, Nitzan combines research and conceptual design with his ability to translate visual language into objects and spaces. “I always have to question the question,” he says of his business. “If you ask why and never settle for just because, then you have the power to crack problems. That’s the moment when your design becomes full of promises and avenues open up.” 


			Today, almost a decade since its founding, his studio works on projects that range from interiors and products to corporate consultancy and communication. “I think naïveté is one of the strongest motivators,” he says. “I tell design students before they start their own studio to really, really think about it. Go to the mountains. Spend some time alone. If they come back completely sure that there’s nothing else in the world that they would rather be doing, only then do I tell them to go for it.”
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			Right: Nitzan sits at his desk on a chair of his own design. The chair, named He Said, was produced as part of a project for Italian furniture manufacturer Mattiazzi.
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			Nina Yashar


			“All my friends thought I was crazy,” says Nina Yashar as she reclines on a curved Ico Parisi couch that sits somewhat adrift in Nilufar Depot—the enormous furniture showroom she created in 2015. Nina is serene and charming as she discusses both how she came to expand her business from a store on Milan’s luxurious Via della Spiga to this warehouse-style space and, above all, how she came to rule the roost when dealing furniture in this most taste-conscious of cities. 


			As one approaches the Depot in the industrial Derganino neighborhood, the air is sweet and distinctly alcoholic; next door is the Fernet-Branca distillery. What was originally devised as an architecturally enhanced warehouse to show off Nina’s inventory has now become her prime show space. Regularly featured at Nilufar Depot are the works of Italian and international design masters such as Gio Ponti, Carlo Mollino and Arne Jacobsen—pieces that would be hard to find even in a design museum. 


			How does Nina define the Depot, which she took from concept to reality in just two years? “It’s a small, living museum, where I select historical and contemporary pieces,” she says. The word small hints at Nina’s modesty; the 1,900-square-foot showroom feels vast and open. The word museum is perhaps more incisive. There are approximately 300 objects on display at any one time. “Somebody once counted 415 items, can you believe,” she attests with the bemusement of someone unfamiliar with inventories. Nina sees herself as more curator-cum-gallerist than dealer. “Rotation is obviously subject to the selling and replacing of my objects,” she says of editing the countless pieces on offer from her ever-changing stock. But she manages not to reveal anything of what makes such a complex task appear so seamless. 


			A small team of young men begins moving items between the display units that architect Massimiliano Locatelli masterfully constructed in the space. Nina is distracted and excuses herself politely from the interview. She dispenses some emphatic instructions without any of the finger-snapping or castigating tone one might expect in a world dominated by aesthetic perfection. “I always tell these guys that they are artists too, that they should always try to do something creative,” she says, returning. 


			For Nina, curation is innate, something that runs in her blood. It’s also entwined with how she buys—a key aspect of her business. “I would say that 85 percent of my choices are not connected to my business plan,” she says resolutely. “I’ve never bought anything just because I thought it would be easy to sell.” At Nilufar, it’s not so much that budgets are thrown out the window, it’s more that they never existed to begin with. Nina’s business strategy—based on gut feeling—yielded her little profit for a long time. But, she explains as she smokes a cigarette and seats herself back on the Parisi couch, “I want people to follow me. I don’t want to follow them.”


			Nina was born in Tehran in 1957. Her family migrated from Iran to Milan, where her father set up a business selling Persian carpets. This heritage explains a lot about her mentality, she says. “I feel there’s something genetic­­ that allows me to make decisions. Sometimes I’m not really conscious of what I’m doing. If I were, I wouldn’t take so many risks,” she confesses wryly. Nina started her career by displaying some of the carpets from her father’s stock. “My father always asked me: ‘Why do you pick these strange, ugly things that very few people buy?’” When asked if perhaps her father unintentionally taught her what not to do, she laughs heartily and agrees. Her reflex, she explains, is to follow her passion.


			Nina now provides furniture for Miuccia Prada (an old friend) and a whole raft of Milan and Europe’s more moneyed clients. “If I hadn’t focused on an elite market, I would have been bankrupt,” she says with conviction. “My philosophy has always been to buy for only a few people.” Nina’s approach to business is based almost entirely on her own taste, which, luckily for her, presaged a global appreciation for classic contemporary design. What might appear to be a vague attitude to matters of business—a quintessentially artistic trait, perhaps—in fact hides a lucid, singular approach that identifies Nina as a true entrepreneur. “I think the aim of the dealer should be to show the client new things,” she says with a smile, finally conceding to her profession.
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			Left and right: At Nilufar, Nina displays pieces by masters like Carlo Mollino, Ettore Sottsass and Gio Ponti alongside more contemporary, cutting-edge designers that Nina has helped discover, such as Martino Gamper.
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			Since 1979, Nina has managed to rack up an inventory of over 3,000 collectible furnishings. Her gallery, Nilufar Depot, is an essential destination during Salone del Mobile, Milan’s annual furniture fair.
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			Ben Gorham


			Ben Gorham’s nose is big business. A former athlete, he made the improbable transition from professional basketball player to perfumer after founding Byredo in 2006. Despite a lack of formal industry training, Gorham has nimbly followed the smell of success, growing his cult fragrance brand into a global empire with a new store in Manhattan and a lucrative line of luxury goods.


			“Routine is a terrible, terrible word for me because I’m on and off airplanes so much,” he says. Gorham has just landed back in Sweden after a last-minute trip to New York, and he sounds tired. Travel is an integral element of his business, though—not only for practical reasons, but also because he collects new experiences along the way and jots them down in a notebook. Later, many of those scrawls end up as the Byredo fragrances that are neatly stocked on shelves around the world—fleeting thoughts that Gorham tries, quite literally, to bottle up.


			Take the fragrance named Rose of No Man’s Land, which was inspired by tales from the battlefields of World War I. Based on a story shared by his tattoo artist, it’s a floral-scented tribute to the nurses who served on the front lines and rescued the wounded regardless of which side they fought on. In commemoration, many of the men tattooed an image of a nurse on their bodies once they returned home.


			“I thought it was a beautiful story of a selfless act,” Gorham says of the origin of the perfume, which has top notes of pink pepper and Turkish rose petals. “And I thought a fragrance would be a good way to tell the same story.” It’s a compelling insight into the process that transforms anecdotes drifting through Gorham’s mind into the Byredo products sold at retailers that include Harrods, Colette and Barneys. But it’s also a glimpse into Gorham himself—a man whose collection of tattoos (so numerous that he’s “lost count”) includes a nurse in a starched cap inked across his chest.


			The brand’s headquarters—formerly those of the Swedish postal ­service—provide further insight. An elaborate, dark green fireplace sits opposite generously proportioned windows that welcome in Sweden’s scant sunlight. The ceilings are high; polished wooden wainscoting lines the walls. It’s a potent symbol of Gorham’s ascension from a boyhood spent on the outskirts of Stockholm (which he describes as “pretty poor, generally; lots of people in small apartments, lots of kids hanging out on the streets”) to a life at the nucleus of his city’s fashion and design scene. “The level of ambition, it’s always been there,” he says.


			Byredo was born after a chance encounter with famed perfumer Pierre Wulff at a dinner party. “I met this guy and learned that smells, which I knew nothing about, were extremely powerful and could be used to evoke emotion in a very interesting way,” Gorham says. Although he was unemployed and living on a friend’s sofa, Gorham traveled to Wulff’s office in New York to ask for assistance. Next, he recruited renowned perfumers Olivia Giacobetti and Jérôme Epinette to translate his ideas into scents. “I feel fortunate that somebody believed in my ideas and was willing to finance them,” he says without elaborating.


			His very first fragrance, based on an essence of green beans that he remembers smelling on his father as a child, was deeply sentimental. Throughout its production, Gorham processed some of his own ­emotional history. “A lot of my work has fictional components, but it touches on bigger notions like love or loss or death,” he says. 


			The grandeur of Byredo’s headquarters could also, one suspects, serve as a visual testament to Gorham’s dogged pursuit of the ultraluxe. While Byredo began as a perfume brand, the business is now a conduit through which Gorham can experiment with new interests. When he began to feel confined by the beauty framework, he turned his personal obsession with leather into a business. Now one of Byredo’s camel-colored calfskin wallets retails for $500; handbags sell for thousands. 


			As Byredo mushrooms into a global brand, however, Gorham has come to accept that the business has a responsibility that reaches far beyond his own needs. “I realized that we’re a commercial establishment that makes products for people,” he explains. “I didn’t engage in that thought for a very long time. I was self-indulgent—I was just making these products for myself. It was just me, me, me for a very long time. I started to realize that people were connecting with these products on an emotional level and that people were spending a lot of money. It made me feel some responsibility in my work, even though it’s just perfume or just a bag.”


			Byredo, its name inspired by the old English word redolence, or agreeable fragrance, seems to mirror the sweetly scented life of Gorham. There’s the rags-to-riches tale, the striking good looks and impeccable taste. If Gorham has demons, he manages them with the same iron will that has governed much of his life, first as an athlete and now as an entrepreneur. His success, he believes, comes from an “obsessive, nonstop, improving, evolving character that you have to possess.”


			Consumed by the intellectual challenges of leading a business, Gorham has recently returned to what he knows best: exercise. “I missed the physicality of the life I lived, so I’ve started running and lifting and boxing and wrestling and climbing and surfing and paddling and skiing,” he says. “There’s something quite meditative in that for me.” With a wry note creeping into his voice, he adds, “I’m trying to figure out if it’s some midlife crisis.”


			These days, his life has many facets to it: that of an entrepreneur, leader and family man. It’s a sturdy foundation, one built to weather more than a newfound obsession with sports. As for his tattoos, he admits that the pain gets “worse every year”—although that hasn’t stopped him.


			That’s the thing about Gorham: not much does. The tattoos continue to be inked, the business keeps growing, his ideas—so abundant that he jokes they’re “part of [his] curse”—are corked and distributed around the world. “You have to believe in yourself,” he says. “And then you have to realize that you’ll probably get knocked down 10 or a hundred times. It’s as much about getting up as it is about moving forward.”
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			Ben was once a professional basketball player. “I made a decision to take all that energy and ambition and do something else,” he says of his decision to change paths.
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			Sophie Hicks 


			Every morning, Sophie Hicks walks across the roof terrace that connects her home to her architecture firm. Despite living amid the abundance of restaurants and boutiques in London’s Notting Hill neighborhood, Sophie remains steadfastly enclosed within, eating lunch at her desk and then swimming laps in her pool once the day ends. She is, says a colleague, “working while she’s walking.” 


			This relentless efficiency has allowed Sophie to pack a lot into the past four decades. First, there was her 10-year career in fashion, which included plum jobs as a fashion editor at Tatler and British Vogue in the ’80s. She also acted in a Fellini film, worked as a stylist for her friend Azzedine Alaïa, earned a degree in architecture, had three children and launched her own business while still in the midst of her studies. “It’s quite a lot,” she says, a model of British understatement. 


			These days, Sophie has built a reputation as “fashion’s architect.” Her industry experience and eye for detail have made her a favorite for luxury brands that include Paul Smith, Yohji Yamamoto and Chloé (for whom, since 2002, Sophie has designed over 100 stores worldwide). Her work often melds a tough aesthetic to an unexpected sense of calm—including her own home, which she describes as looking “bare and unfinished” yet with a surprisingly homey feel.


			“When fashion companies want their office designed, there’s a huge gulf between the architect and the creative director. Architects are usually quite dry, and the fashion world is totally different,” she says, dressed in a sharp collared shirt and glasses. Not only does Sophie successfully bridge this gap, but she also taps into her industry knowledge to create concepts for her clients.


			While Sophie says she pays little attention to the work of her peers, she believes in the power of friendly competition to spur herself on. “When I swim on my own, I flounder up and down the pool,” she says of her nightly ritual. “I’m quite lazy about it. When I’m swimming and someone else gets into the pool, I have quite a competitive streak. I swim more lengths, I swim faster and I get much better exercise.”


			For all its benefits, she’s careful to keep this quality in check. “I think competitiveness is healthy when it’s controlled and when you’re not doing things purely for emotional reasons,” she says. “It makes people raise their game, but you can’t get out of hand. You have to not mind when you lose, which is very difficult sometimes. If you invest too much into your competitiveness, you lose perspective and it’s a terrible crash when you don’t succeed.” 
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			Sophie works from her home in London’s Notting Hill neighborhood. She has one colleague, architect Tom Hopes, with whom she has collaborated since 2011.
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