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| Basically I work alone, in a very small office I ook
over from my father in the centre of the old part of
Milan. I work at an old table, that has been in the
family some time, and sit on one of my Poggi
chairs (which are, despite the way they look, ex-
tremely comfortable ).
My office is a very small one because [ decided
| from the beginning to be an artist and a designer,
| not a manager. I wanted to ensure that | would
| have some free time, in order to think. I reasoned
that if | were burdened with all the tasks thata
manager has, I would not have time to think about
hotr [ was designing, and more particularly sy [
was designing. Sometimes | work eight or ten
hours a day; sometimes not at all.

I don't want to be bored by the everyday routine
of my work. This is one of the reasons why I ac-
cept opportunitics to travel around the world very
willingly. I know that I can work in a plane or a
train, or even when | am in a car. The benefit of
travel is not that you pick up ideas, but that new
experiences can jolt you into taking a different ap-
proach. I think that one of the secrets of design is

to look at reality from a slightly different angle.
As an absurd example, when I have to design a
table, the first thing 1 wonder is, whether it has to
be flat or not. (Usually it has to be flat.) But you
must never take anything for granted when you're
designing. It is very easy to limit the possibilities
open to you by passing a decision point without
making a decision, but just making an assumption.
My last piece for Cassina, the Sindbad range,
arose from an experience I had in London, when |

| entered a shop and saw horse blankets in lovely ex-
| traordinary colours. At the time [ needed a new

| cover for my sofa in Milan, and I thought: why not
| buy one of these blankets, beautiful and natural as
| it is, and throw it over the sofa. It is so simple to

| transfer whatever you find in one reality into your

own reality — to say, well I can use that for that
Why not? The blanket could be fixed with two
buttons, so if I needed to remove it, that's all I'd
have to undo. If I changed my mind about the ciol-
our, to replace it would not be expensive.

So Sindbad sofas arose directly from something
that already existed.

‘T have the most possible freedom’

Vico Magistretti explains the conditions of his work

Another feeling underlying that design is my
concern to put myself in the position of being a
connection ring in a chain — on one side is the past,
on the other the future, and I am the present. 5o |
always try to take something from the past - not
as a fashion or as a mannerism, but as a real value
which has an application today. For example, in
this case the colours are those used in racing
stables in the 18th century.

Besides that, the blankers for Sindbad are
Crombie. I have a Crombie coat, and it is a beauti- |
ful material. It would annoy me to cut into it, that
would seem like a blasphemy, so the problem was
to find a way of using it as it was, just folding it.
That simple factor is another element in the de-
sign.

Good design 15 concept design. It is idea design.
It is something that can be expressed without
necessarily having to be drawn. If you can pick up

| the phone and explain that you want to make a sofa

in a particular way, and you can transmit your
thought, then that is a good test of a worthwhile

| idea.
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| Designers who've broken away from the key

| groups seem to have gained two things —a sense of
standards, and business know-how. Sometimes
one, sometimes the other, sometimes both, Klaus
Wuttke, who worked with Lou Klein and later
Klein/Peters, says: "All you were interested in was
innovation. You developed a high idea about the
standard of work." In his case, the experience was
not useful in the business sense when he later
teamed up with Rod Springert: “We had to learn
how to run a project for ourselves, and we did
huge projects for peanuts out of ignorance’. He
explains it by saying that the norm then was to
keep designers away from business life.

For John Sorrell, the reverse was the case. He
left college and ran a design company of his own
for seven years before joining Wolff Olins. “We did

i some lovely design work, built up an incredible
track record, won awards, but at the end of seven
years there was not a lot to show for it financially. I
didn’t realise at the time that I needed business ex-
perience; until it confronts you, you don't know
what you've been lacking.’ Because of financial
problems he gave up his own company, went o
Wolff Olins, and stayed for three years.

“What I learned was a great deal about business.
Any design company which puts that at arm's
length is making a mistake. Now our company is
not just design-based, but business-based too.'

He comments that Wolff Olins was only too
pleased to see him develop on this side, and recog-
nises the debt he owes o thar experience. ‘A small
design company has great difficulty in developing a
relationship with a client beyond the basic level
where they give you the brief and you do the job.
In Woltf Olins, relationships with clients were very
much closer, and the design work was related to
the overall philosophy of the client company.
That's the trick that very few design companies
realise, because they've never been there. Unless
you've been in a situation where you see that there
is another way, you don't realise the possibilities.

‘I learned at Wolff Olins that you have to fight
hard and have a lot of arguments with the client if
you are to achieve the maximum effect, and really
use design to achieve the company's objective. But
at Newell & Sorrell we've found that, once we
start working with people, they're ours forever.”

The way in which companies like Wolff Olins
have influenced the next generation of design con-
sultants can be seen in comments like these:

John Larfan “The work being done at Wolff Olins
was very exciting when I was there, and being in
that atmosphere made me feel thar 1 was in touch
with the good work being done in London. [ was
strongly influenced by the fact that they fought
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very hard for creative standards, and also wanted
to be paid very well.’

Terry Stratton "What | learned was the way to ap-
proach design problems, and how to express ideas,
I still approach problems the same way, still draw
the same way, and even use the same layout paper.
From the example of Michael and Wally I recog-
nised that there was no lack of talent on the design
| scene, but there was a lack of character. I saw that
| I was as talented as other people, but what I lacked |
| was character. So [ learned to express ideas o be |
verbally as well as visually articulate.’

| pany. He was scrapping “The Tyrell Design Com-
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| start: [ was very lucky.’

| reason for dropping the word “design’? "Some

Tirn May ‘1 pined Main Wolff as a dogsbody, and
was doing a bit of everything when Wally Olins
came on the scene. He asked me if [ would be
interested in learning how to handle the client side
of the business and I ook that opportunity with
both hands. [ worked closely with Wally and
learned a great deal. | could not have had a better

As a final tribute to the way one generation in
design influences the next, let's take the case of
David Tyrell, ex-Michael Peters and Partners. On
the day that Desjgner rang, he was sitting with his
solicitor, dealing with a name change for his com-

pany’ in favour of “The Tyrell Company®. The

clients think designers draw pictures — we do much
morne than that’. He puts the emphasis on “creative
solutions in business; we are not purely designers,
but a group of thinking heads and intelligent
people’.

Yet when David Tyrell left college, he was as
green about the business side of design as most
students. Going to Michael Peters and Partners, |
and staying three years in that first job, was what
made the difference.

The second generation of design companies has
taken a great deal from the first. In five years’ time,
it will be interesting to see whether that group of
companies is making an equally strong contribu-
tion to the next

‘Designer’ wrote to some of the leading design
groups, asking for information about design-
ers who had been employed and left in order
to set up companies of their own. The design
groups gave us the names of designers who
had come in at a very junior level and stayed
for a considerable period of time before seek-
ing independence, of designers who had
come in at a very senior level and stayed for
only a period of months, as well as of
designers covering every situation in between.

Fitch and Company

Jim Allen Allen/Beresford

Jim Coley, Colin Porter, Sally Bell Coley, Porter &
Bell

Christopher Dove Dope & Company

Stewart McColl Stewwart McColl Design Associates
Dick Morgan fnsideows

Jim Morthover Lioyd Northover

David Pocknell The Dawid Pocknell Company
Michael Ralph, Malcolm Park Wings

Arnold Schwartzman Armold Scheartzman

| Productions

Shuttleworth, Farmer & Orr The Design Business

| Martin Warnes The Idennity Company

| Comment by Rodney Fuch: "It looks a formidable

| list. I can't imagine how we are still in business. I
have lost count and am not a bit depressed.”

Conran Associates

Jim Nicholls Nicholls Pollard Denign Associates
Hugh Williams Simon Saden Limued

Comment by John Stephenson: ‘'T've managed to
assemble a rather shorter list than Rodney of
‘splinter people’. I'm not sure whether this is a vice
or a virtue. I think it is quite interesting that re-
cently at least two of the seniors that we have re-
cruited were partners in their own small operations
which have folded up. We are pleased to have them
because they are well experienced and I think they
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are happy in a larger “house™.

PA Design Unit
| Comment by Ron Gray: “No one has left PA
Design Unit in the last six years to start up on their
| own. Perhaps this is because of our ability to soak
up career development opportunities through local |
and international growth.’

| Pike

AID

David Crisp, Ray Wilson Crisp & Wilson Limted .
John Harris Folhn Harris Design Assoctates Lid
David Leon Dawid Leon and Partners |
John Lloyd Lloyd Nerthover

Paul Steadman Pawl Steadman Associates

Tim Williams, Karen Munck Williams/ Munck

Ogle !
Tony Gibbs Tory Gibbs Industrial Design '
Michael Jordan MFL Associates

David Raffo and John Pape Raffo & Pape
Anthony Smallhorn Srallfry Ltd

Contment by Tom Karen: "These are the main
ones | can think of. A number of people have left
to work on their own. Can I interest you in a list of |
people who left us and came back again? We have |
quite a lot of those.

Michael Peters & Partners

Howard Milton, Jay Smith Smith & Milton
David Tyrell The Tyrell Company
Comment by Michael Peters: 'l don’t know
whether it is good or bad, but very few people
seem to have left here to form splinter groups.”

Wolff Olins |
David Bristow, Terence Grifhin, Gerry Barney,

Kit Cooper Sedley Place Design ‘
Paul Caudey Mmternanonal Lid .
Brian Delaney Delaney & freland [
Mike Fletcher, Keith Priest Fletcher Priest '
Dieter Heil Meta Design |
John Larkin, Tim May Larkin, May & Company |
Peter Lux Zintzmever & Lux '
Doug Maxwell Qhexote Press

John Sorrell Netwell & Sorrell

Terry Stratton Terry Stratton & Company
Comment by Jane Scruton: “Some of our people
left to set up design groups and some to set up
other things.’

Pentagram

Roger Jones, Clive Garrard Jomes, (arrard
Ron Major Trend Design

Marvin Shane, Kathy Tilney Shane, Tiney &

David Stuart, Keren House The Partnership
Barry Weaver Roberts Weaver




r For Sindbad, as with other products I've de- |
signed, I didn’t prepare precise drawings. I just
gave Cassina the sketches I had made for myself.
We develop the product together, on the basis of

| what is the best and simplest way to make it. The

| important factor is the basic concept, not the de-

| tails.

It is a great fault if a manufacturer cannot work
from a sketch. One man cannot be an architect, a
designer, an upholsterer and a joiner. I am not a
joiner. Why should I teach them how to make a

| joint. They can teach me. What [ have to give them

| is a completely different thing.

In architecture, you always know the name of |
the architect, but you are not interested at all in the |

| name of the contractor or builder. Who built the
Seagram Building or Frank Lloyd Wright's Water- |
fall House? No one knows. But in design the con-
trary is the case, because there is a very close con-
nection and a parity of contribution between the
producer and the designer — so both names are im-
portant. I cannot claim sole authorship, because I

| am not responsible for the high quality of Cassina. |

| Sindbad is a very simple piece, but the quality of

| the finishing is fantastic.

A UK manufacturer asked me to design some-
thing for him, and in showing me his products he

| explained: “This is done exactly as the designer
specified’. Such a claim means nothing. It implies

| that he gave the designer a job that was not a de-
sign job. To study a joint, why should a designer do
that? He has to give the manufacturer a different
kind of expertise.

I work with few companies, because there are |
few that offer very high quality, and with which I
can have a very close connection — Cassina, Arte-
mide, Oluce, Poggi, Asko. If another manufac-
turer asks me to design something for him [ nor-
meally say no.

I never plan what I will do next, and don’t know
| what will happen in the future. What I like to do is
to live day by day, to take the opportunities I see,
and to translate what I feel into my work. Always
when 1 finish one project, the future seems 1o be
empty. But I could never think in terms of ‘well,

| the next thing I'll design is a piece like that, and

| then one like this’. Ninety nine per cent of my pro-

jects a:ris..':. because [ har.{.: an idea which I take to a

| manufacturer.

Sometimes | say yes to a specific request for a
product. Philip Rosenthal asked me to design

| something for his furniture range, and [ remem-

bered visiting an exhibition of childhood. Some-
thing I'd seen prompted me to think of doing a
chair as a kind of person, a character around the
table, and so I designed the Pan chair. That chair
was so successful that Rosenthal asked me to de-
sign another one for a lower price range. 1 knew it
was necessary for me to make an effort to do an
extremely simple thing. On that occasion Philip
Rosenthal went out of my office at eleven in the
morning, and [ would say thatat 11.10 or 11.201
had done some sketches for the new Elfo chair,
Sometimes a design idea seems o come in one

i second. In reality it is the expression of a lifetime

| of work.

| You don't necessarily know whether the idea is a

| good one. But you feel it In a way, you can never
look for the solution = but you find it. The moment |
comes when you feel that this is what you intended
to do.

Architecture is a much more difficult process
than design. Working on the biology faculty for
Milan University last year was a real torture.
Although I liked the way the design was going
from the beginning, it took a very long time for me |
to be satisfied. I filled pages with drawings, until
the moment when I felt I had caught it. Afterwards
it is a great pleasure, of course, and you work to
refine the idea. But that final stage is not impor-
tant: it 15 only an amusement.

| Carimate 892 chair for Casaina, 1960

Pawn chair for Rosenthal, 1950

il

Magistretty sits to work

| |
‘

Golem chair for Poggi, 1968, in whick
] ‘

Magisrrerni’s sherches from whach Cassing made his Sandbad range

e —— _




12

Repina d'Africa for Altas, 1979

Elfo chairs for Rosershal, 19581
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Vicario for Artemide, 1970
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Basically I am an architect, and at the beginning

| of my career I only designed what 1 needed for my
buildings. 1 did a clubhouse in the early sixties, and
the chairs that I designed for the dining room start-
ed the process whereby my design work gradually

| became more important than my architectural
work. The chairs were on show at the Milan
Triennale in 1960, where they were seen by
Terence Conran. He began to sell them in
England, and meanwhile Cesare Cassina came to
my office and suggested thar Cassina could per-
haps manufacture them, and my relationship with
that company began.

I've now worked for Cassina for nearly twenty
years, and virtually every product we've done
together is still in production. In my view, good
design has to survive at least fifty years. For exam-
ple, the Mies van der Rohe Barcelona chair is sull
a living design.

To do something just to catch the attention is
exactly the contrary of my approach to design. To
try to be fashionable [ think is pure folly; itis
nothing to do with furniture. We are trying at
Cassina to do Rolls Royces, not racing cars.

Compared with architecrure, the costs of work-

| ing on a product are reasonable. It is not so expen-

Barbettis for Poggr, 1950 [

|
sive to do a mock-up of a piece, to see whether it is | designing golf clubs for Spalding. And I'd equally ‘
worth producing or not. | have been very lucky in | like to design a desk calculator. The challenge is
that when | thought I'd produced a good idea, I not to do something different, but to find, through |
Cassina were always prepared to make it. [ was | @ close analysis of the problem, some factor which |
never told: “Yes, it's beautiful, but you know at the | lets you look at it from a different angle. [ would |
moment the market . .." The only times a piece | never try just to make such an object a more beau- !
was abandoned was when | myself didn't feel con- | tiful shape. 1 would try to understand what is hap- |
vinced about it, and suggested it should be | pening inside, and then express that reality on the |
dropped. | outside with my design.

As a result there were four years when I did My work is an emotional work. When I travel, it |
nothing for Cassina. We were always in touch, but | is not so much to look at things, as to exercise my |
| didn’t have anything I thought was worthwhile | imagination. Last summer [ was in Borneo and for |
| for them. [ didn't worry about that. I was doing : me it meant seeing a forest, coming to a river,
other things. And it is better o do a few things that | crossing a bridge, secing people living in a certain |
are good, than many. | way. I don't know what it will lead o, but I would

I have the most possible freedom. If I make bad | never think of copying an object.
things, it is my responsibility alone. The normal | In any case, | have no visual memory at all. This |
agreement in Italy is for the designer to be paid | is a great advantage, as is the fact that | am not a |
royalties, and | think that arrangement is quite | very good draughtsman. No one will be charmed |
right, because you both take the risk, producer and | by the beauty of my drawings, so I am forced 1o
designer. It could be a flop, butif itis not, and it | dig to find the roots of things.
| lasts 30 years, you can both enjoy it |  Design seems to be casy: an idea comes in a

I would like very much to design across a very | second, two seconds, no more. But [ don't believe |
| wide range of products. This year I have com- | in inspiration. Behind that there is long hard work.
pleted a big building for the University of Milan, | [ feel I understand very well what it is to be
the Sindbad project for Cassina, at the same time as | anxious. I am not always very gay.
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