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INTRODUCTION

 




2.0 MIN.

 

Disclaimer: this book is not an exhaustive compendium of every notable author or artist or inventor or entrepreneur. It's really more of a random collection of individuals who have impacted me in some way—people I think most designers would probably appreciate knowing a little more about. I have avoided the most obvious icons (Picasso, Frank Lloyd Wright, et al.) in favor of the slightly more obscure (Rachel Whiteread, William Kesling, et al.). That isn't because I don't find inspiration in the Picassos and the Frank Lloyd Wrights of the world. I most certainly do. But I assume that you are familiar enough with these luminaries to have already wrung inspiration from their lives and work. Instead, I have chosen each minibiography based on some qualitative aspect of the person's life or work that might inform or inspire some aspect of your life or work. My basic premise is that we can often learn more from people in other disciplines than we can from those in our own. Designers Don't Have Influences puts this premise to the test: can a creative person learn anything from a nun or a professional hockey coach? We'll soon find out.

Another decision that was made regarding this volume was to stay consistent with the format of Designers Don't Read—that is, no work samples. There were two reasons for this. One: designers do read. However, if they are good, they are busy, and often don't have time to sit down and invest huge chunks of time in dry, academic reading. That's why we have provided the average time it will take to read each chapter, as we did in Designers Don't Read. If you have a ten-minute window of time between your chopped salad and your next meeting, you can find a ten-minute chapter, and so on. Two: designers are often criticized (usually by advertising people) for indulging only in eye candy.

Monographs, award annuals, and the like. Well, the Designers Don't series follows in the spirit and tradition of Norman Potter's little gem, What Is a Designer?, which is 175 pages without a single image—not even a graph. That said, we've added the odd little discoverable just because. Which, by the way, is one of my favorite rationales for anything.

Once again, thanks to my dear friend and designer of the Designers Don't series, Fredrik Averin, for his daily inspiration and encouragement and amazingness. Thanks also to Tad Crawford, for his constant support, and to Claire Abramowitz for making me more legit (and for letting me use the word “amazingness”).



RACHEL WHITEREAD AND THE BEAUTY OF NEGATIVE SPACE
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Rachel Whiteread inspires me to approach projects differently. I assume that you are familiar with her work. She was one of the so-called YBAs (Young British Artists) made infamous by my former employer, Charles Saatchi, along with Damien Hirst, Tracey Emin, and Jenny Saville, at his swanky Saatchi Gallery in London. Her best-known piece was House, which was an actual Victorian house in east London that she filled with dental plaster and then had all the wood stripped away—leaving only the negative space of the house intact. She did similar pieces with entire rooms, staircases, bookshelves, cupboards, and desks, also using rubber and resin in addition to plaster.

House was awe-inspiring as an “event,” but the beauty of her unique vision didn't really hit me until I sat staring at her bookshelf and desk installations. Looking at the solid form of space under a desk made me see that area my legs and feet have occupied for most of my life—for the very first time. The bookshelves really messed with my mind, seeing the space that my books actually occupy.

I like to encourage creative people to “walk all around an idea” to find different ways of approaching it. But Rachel Whiteread added another dimension to that exploration. Namely, turn the idea inside out. Look at what is already there and explore that. Heady stuff, but totally useful when you're reaching for a different way of communicating an idea.

Bottom line, her work inspires me to help people see things that they have looked at over and over again, in a whole new way. Things that may have been there all along. The courage of her vision (“I think I want to fill an entire house with dental plaster and remove the exterior of the house to reveal the negative space”) earned her the prestigious Turner Prize for best young British artist (the first woman to receive that honor). But it also earned her derision and pushback and the K Foundation art award for “worst British artist.” All in the same year.

Reminds me a bit of one of my favorite creative directors, who said of a global fashion campaign he's currently working on: “It doesn't look ‘designed,’ and we may miss on this—not sure.” That degree of creative risk-taking is what separates great from good, inspirational from tried-and-true.



IAN SCHRAGER: WHAT HAPPENS TO A VISION WHEN THE VISIONARY MOVES ON?
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I have to admit that I was a bit melancholy when Ian Schrager quietly and gradually began unloading his Morgans Hotel properties. The Paramount was the first to go, followed by Morgans (his first hotel—whence came the name of the parent company), Hudson and Royalton in New York, the amazing Delano in Miami, St. Martin's Lane and Sanderson in London, Mondrian in West Hollywood, and my personal favorite: the Clift in San Francisco.

It marked the end of an era. But that's the inspiring thing.

Schrager, in his early sixties, is embarking on the third phase of his storied career (you may recall that his first incarnation was as co-owner of Studio 54 in New York). Now he's “breaking with his immediate past,” as Adam Morgan would put it, and focusing on residences and hotels with a different, more refined, more artful vibe—working with his pal Julian Schnabel in lieu of pop designer and long-time collaborator Philippe Starck. He also engaged Herzog & de Meuron to work on 40 Bond, a residential project in New York. They're the ones who designed that incredible Prada building in Tokyo. Schrager says he “won't return to the familiar ground of design-centric boutique hotels. There are fake Starcks all over the place.” I love that as soon as companies like Westin and others start copying his vision, he jettisons everything and starts over. I also love that he calls those hotels “Starcks” and not “Schragers.” He gives props to his designer.

I'd recommend paying a visit to ianschragercompany.com. You can see some of his latest projects, and there are a few choice Schragerisms, including: “Lifestyle is the way a person distinguishes himself or herself. It is the artistry of living.”

There are four things in particular that inspire me about Ian Schrager:

1. He is an authentic, trailblazing visionary, a prime mover—not a follower.

2. He almost single-handedly elevated the whole concept of travel and hotels.

3. He is a fan, a patron, and a missionary of great design.

4. He did jail time (with Studio 54 partner Steve Rubell, for tax evasion).

I was fortunate enough to experience Schrager's most recent hotel concept firsthand on a recent trip to New York. The Gramercy Park Hotel is, for my money, the new benchmark for luxury hotels, at least here in the United States. Every detail has been carefully considered—right down to the thermostats in the rooms and the “Do Not Disturb” signs hanging gracefully on the doors. The hotel also has its own branded scent, developed by Le Labo in New York. That, together with the pine logs burning in the lobby's massive fireplace and the masterfully curated original art and custom furniture, makes for a memorable stay. Or even just a memorable drink at the bar.

So, apparently, this is what happens when a visionary moves on: he takes his vision with him and then improves upon it.



THE SAATCHIS: LOVE ’EM OR HATE ’EM, YOU HAVE
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In 1988, I was a junior copywriter at Saatchi & Saatchi in Los Angeles. I was absolutely fascinated with the founders of the company, Charles and Maurice Saatchi, sons of an Iraqi Jew who immigrated to London in 1947. Driven by their simple credo, “Nothing is impossible,” the Brothers—as they were (not so) affectionately known—were on an agency acquisition spree that would change the face of modern advertising, and ultimately (unbeknownst to me at the time) my own career as well. They used the stock market to fund the acquisitions of Backer & Spielvogel, Dancer Fitzgerald Sample, and Ted Bates, forming the world's largest advertising agency. This was the same agency that, just ten years prior, had felt so self-conscious about their tiny stature that they commissioned a designer to create an identity that would make the nascent firm “seem more like a bank than a communications company.” The decidedly “stable” Saatchi & Saatchi logo remains to this day. The founders do not.

By the time I was in their employ, they had already spent $1 billion to acquire thirty-seven companies and had eighteen thousand employees in five hundred offices in sixty-five countries. Simultaneously, Charles, a copywriter by training, had amassed one of the largest modern art collections in the world.

After a much-criticized (and unsuccessful) bid to buy U.K.-based Midland Bank, Saatchi & Saatchi began to hemorrhage cash. An American investor started buying up Saatchi shares and eventually led a charge to sack the Brothers, which culminated in Charles and Maurice and three other key executives leaving the agency they had founded to launch M&C Saatchi. (They wanted to call it “New Saatchi” but their previous firm's lawyers prevailed on the grounds that the name implied that the now Saatchi-less Saatchi & Saatchi was “Old Saatchi.”)

More than a decade has passed, and Saatchi & Saatchi has maintained and possibly even surpassed the creative reputation it had when the Brothers were there. M&C Saatchi has become one of the U.K.’s finest creative agencies, with domestic billings exceeding Saatchi & Saatchi's and offices in thirteen countries. More importantly, their work is generally simple, smart, and beautiful—they are very close to our hybrid model, without making a fuss about it. My theory is that Charles's art fixation pushes the agency in that direction by default.

And me? Well, I fell prey to the Saatchi's merger and acquisition mania of the ’90s and opted to sell my agency to a larger concern in 1996. But that allowed me to do what I'm doing now. So it appears that there are happy endings for everyone in this story. Saatchi & Saatchi is thriving, Maurice and Charles have risen like the proverbial phoenix from the ashes, and M&C Saatchi is turning out great work.

True, Maurice was one of the first to champion the notion of globalization, which has had significant consequences on our world. True, they did make out like bandits while other shareholders suffered during the Saatchi & Saatchi debacle. And true, Charles Saatchi has essentially become the art world's puppet master, controlling the fluctuation of the art market by buying up young artists’ work, promoting them, and then selling them off. He is basically an art speculator, but there's no law against that. In fact, artists like Damien Hirst, Tracey Emin, and others are somewhat in his debt, if not in his very small circle of friends.

OEBPS/images/9781581158519_Cover.png





