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INTERVIEW IN NEW YORK II

On Monday November 15, 2010

Stefan Sagmeister welcomes me to his place in Chelsea, New York;

he seems relaxed and forthcoming, despite the young cameraman
following his every move. He explains that he is currently working on a per-
sonal project, Happy Film, to do with happiness and /or the lack thereof. The topic
is to be handled in a broadly general sense, but since Sagmeister himself holds the
lead, he will be giving us his own view of happiness. At the moment, he’s busy
completing the shooting of an 8-minute film fragment, with an eye to testing the
feasibility of the feature film he intends to make.

The interview takes off on a comfortable footing, and I suggest we
start out by focusing on the show and book with which we are both con-
cerned today: Sagmeister. Another Exhibit about Promotion & Sales Material
and Sagmeister. Another Book about Promotion & Sales Material.

Chantal Prod'Hom: Once you accepted our invitation to show at the mudac
in our “carte blanche” series, what made you come up with the idea of
presenting only commissioned works, and to then center the selection
around the topic of selling?

Stefan Sagmeister: In Europe — and most especially in the French-speaking
countries — a line is drawn between the “cultural” world of graphic design
and the commercial one. Good graphic designers are respected as such
when they work for cultural structures, while designers who make their
living out of commercial projects are less esteemed. Our studio takes an
interest in, and works with, both realms of activity, since the European
view of the profession — all in black-and-white — does not exist in the
United States. On the other hand, commercial commissions obviously
have a far greater impact and reach a wider public than projects targeting
the world of culture, and that of course means a great deal for a studio
such as ours. My thoughts on the question led me to focus on works for
which I was commissioned over the last seven years, to respectively com-
mercial and cultural ends. Undoubtedly, the question of selling is omni-
present for every project selected and, in my view, this is a dimension that
can create an interesting tension within the highly cultural and institu-
tional framework of a museum.

Chp: So this book promises to be quite different from the two preceding publi-
cations on your work (Sagmeister. Made you look, 2001, and Things 1
have learned in my life so far, 2008)?

SS: Yes, altogether, since none of the projects this book presents were pub-
lished in the last two. I wanted to impose a clear-cut limit on myself by
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restricting the book to projects commissioned over the last seven years.
It’s always interesting to set yourself a defined limit.

Chp: Could you tell us more about how you use the selling concept to struc-
ture your presentation into four parts (selling culture; selling corporations;
selling my friends; selling myself)?

SS: After spending seventeen years in New York, the way I relate to selling has
certainly changed. The notion of representation is omnipresent in everything
you do, both privately and professionally. I mean in the sense of self-pro-
motion, of showing off your best sides — in fact, of “selling” yourself — so
that the mechanisms we use end up being the same for the two basic areas
of our life. By the same token, everything we undertake in the realm of
design is closely linked to communication, to our way of presenting our-
selves, exchanging, selling ourselves. In this respect, the main tool should
be common sense, and that is really important because, as I see it, that’s
what represents the basis of all the sales strategies and mechanisms, both
commercially and privately.

Chp: To speak of orders is to speak of clients. Can you tell us a bit about your cli-
ents?

SS: At this stage, we're lucky not to have to hunt for clients anymore. Most
of the projects this book presents were commissioned by clients already
familiar with our work, or who had heard of us. Now that’s a major asset,
since we know from the start that our work style appeals to them. This
comes across even more clearly in connection with international clients
since, presumably, it would be far easier for them to work with designers
closer to home. We're fortunate to be able to choose with whom we want
to collaborate, and we do often turn down commissions. We only work
with persons we appreciate, and that remains a major criterion for us.
The case of the recent primaries for the last American presidential cam-
paign sheds an interesting light on the issue. The Obama team contacted
us to design a poster for his nomination by the Democrats in the race
against Hillary Clinton. Their request arrived a few days before I was to
take my sabbatical year' — that is, just before temporarily closing down
my studio. Their offer got me thinking, so I went for a walk along the

| Sagmeister decided to go on year-long sabbaticals every seven years — time off to break the rhythm
of his daily work and, above all, for new ideas to freely surface. He closes down his office for almost a
wholel year. In 2007, for example, he left New York for Bali at the very moment the offer to work on
Obama’s campaign came up. Starting in 2011, he has decided to go on yearly three-month-long (Janu-
ary through March) sabbaticals, instead of waiting another seven years to do so. " 2 Moreover,
Sagmeister writes down the name of whoever first came up with the idea for a project, since once he
lists the project in his notebook he tends to believe he himself gave birth to it.



