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BLACKSHEEP FORWARD FOR GLOBAL
VOGUE RESTAURANT

Jo Sampson and Tim Mutton, founders of design agency
Blacksheep, have proved their talent for designing
{ memorable and successful restaurant, hotel and bar spaces
many times over. With work now stretching well beyond
their London base to Russia, Jeddah and India, they share
their insights on creating stunning signature spaces.

The world of fine restaurants, great bars and gorgeous hotels is soaked in surface glamour
_ the dazzle and shimmer of soft lights, luxurious surroundings, great music and wonderful
food and drink weave a seductive spell that can transport you into a completely different
world, away from your daily woes.

But it's not the cut of the crystal or the velvet upholstery that makes a really successful space.
The look of the place is the icing on the cake. Designing a venue that really works boils down
to two things: getting the operational side of it right, and understanding your clients.

As designers, 95% of our efforts are invisible to the casual diner or drinker. We spend a lot
of time talking to clients in the early stages and clarifying what the offer is. What is the venue
selling and where do they see their profits coming from? We don't overcomplicate things.
Whatever elements we decide on operationally or visually have to refer back to our “wheel
of relevance” in terms of what will maximise footfall. In short, how can the lighting and feel
of the place, the comfort and placement of seats and the “theatre” of the floorshow help
draw people in and keep them there into the small hours?

We like to tap into the essence of our clients’ ideas and ambitions. What does this venue
mean for them? Is it a one-off, a series of five, or a radical shift in focus that is aimed at
luring new customers in without alienating the existing fans? Who is their target audience?
Where do they currently go for food, fun and entertainment? How can we outdo the competition?
Then we look at the building. What we have to work with in terms of architecture can be
anything from a completely characterless, new-build concrete shell with low ceilings and
no atmosphere to beautiful listed buildings blessed with countless original features and
handicapped by all kinds of heritage-related constraints. Only then do we start looking at
the frills and furnishings. Does the client want a themed setting, or to create a high-end
French restaurant that's simply the last word in understated chic? Where does the design
sit in the hierarchy of needs? Sometimes a blank box is the perfect backdrop for the most
amazing food; with no visual distractions, the focus shifts to the sensual enjoyment of flavours
and textures. But even the most minimal scheme, in it own subtle way, must heighten that
appreciation.

With nightclubs it's a different story. It's all about hedonism and taking the customers out
of their day-to-day experience into somewhere quite fantastical. We like to start with a story,
a narrative that ties the whole scheme together. When we designed the Cuckoo Club, for
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example, the story was about going to Mick Jagger's house to have the party of your life.
We really overplayed the scale with massive ceilings reminiscent of some stately home, and
door frames five metres high. The scale and grandeur and mood of the place is designed
to make the customer think: “Wow, I'm going to have an amazing time here!" The design
is a crucial part of this 360 degree experience, but only one of the many elements—including
the food, the drinks, the music—that go into creating an extraordinary atmosphere

We hate to repeat ourselves. Every project we take on has to have that little something extra,
just to keep things fresh and interesting. We constantly ask ourselves and our team: what's
Blacksheep about? Why is it special? How does that brand own this space? What makes it
unique—from the physical space to the emotion you want to create in someone when they
walk through the door?

Emotion is a massive factor in how we work. We are always looking for the emotional content
and how to maximise the customer’s response to it. The wonderful thing about designing
hotels, restaurants and bars is that customers vote with their feet and their wallets. If they
feel good there, they'll come back.

In the end, design is just problem solving. It's about looking at something differently and
constantly challenging and questioning: is that the right thing to do? It's a puzzle and it's
wonderful when all the pieces fit. It requires a lateral thought-process, though, as a decision
taken on one element will often influence something else further down the line. You have to
be able to think in quite a visionary way.

But we also believe in having fun. With clients we don't tend to have serious, laborious
meetings. We'll sit down together and talk over our ideas. If there's anything they're not sure
about, we discuss it. And we like to surprise them. Early on in the process we might say:
“We have come up with X idea, which answers your brief, but we have also thought about
Y, which really adds something to it that's special.” And together we will pick and mix from
what's on the table and end up with something unique. It's all about collaboration. We deal
with a lot of entrepreneurial people who are so involved in their product they think they know
everything about it. That's when we start challenging them and making them look at what
they're trying to do from a different angle.

We like to stay the distance. We are always there at the end of a project, taking care of the
final installation. It's only when all the parts are in place that you know what works and what
doesn'’t. You have got to be there to make it right.

The hospitality industry is a people business. We've been involved in this sector for many
years now — not just dreaming up new schemes but working behind the bar or in the kitchens,
in our younger days — and we love the people, the kitchen-sink banter, the rapport with the
customers. That's what it's all about.

Ultimately, we never design spaces for ourselves but for the people that will be using them.
It's all about vision, integrity and detail. A signature space makes people — customers and
staff - feel special. And it's that shared enjoyment of something out of the ordinary that keeps
them coming back for more.
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Dingdingxiang Restaurant Guoxing Branch

RREEEX

Retaining the practice of magnificent ideas in the sense of texture
quality, this project reveals the designer's attitude toward running
after perfectly luxuriant class. From the entrance of the doorway,
the designer begins to string a large number of crystals to a
sparkling and transparent floor wall and stairs floor, which creates
a powerful and gallant background for the space while fills it with
drama at the same time. In order to let the customers enjoy the

delicious cuisines, and to provide them with fantastic experiences,
the designer chooses the imported crystal droplights to give off
soft lights as tender as threads. The velour dobby fabric of the
dining sofas are very tender, and the luxuriant cushions become
inevitable too, like the noble wine red gems that sprinkle a natural
and graceful elegance in the space.
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