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PHOTOGRAPHY NOTES

One of the hidden and ofttimes overlooked aspects of cul-
tivating the eye for visual presentation is the quality of the
photography. This seems obvious to those in the design
field but for many this is a subtlety and is difficult to judge.
We try to use only top photographers for this work and
special thanks should go to the many we have been
fortunate to have worked with. Among them, it might be
added, is a rising star, Sharon Risedorph, who has been
our in-house photographer for the last seven years. While
being a fine art photographer first, she paid the rent with
commercial work. She took her first lessons from Oliviero
Toscani, and although he was not as proficient as his sister
and her husband, Mariarosa and Aldo Ballo, he got Sharon
started, and she has developed into a highly respectable
architectural photographer. Beside Sharon Risedorph,
beautiful work has been done by Gabriele Basilico,
Wulf Brackrock, Richard Bryant, Santi Caleca, Mitsumasa
Fujitsuka, Francisco Radino and Tom Vack.

Last, and not a bit least, is the still life work (although even
now in some of his photography he uses live models, as
in Esprit's Bath & Bed and Eyewear ad campaigns) of
Roberto Carra. He has worked with us for nearly eight
years producing ads and catalogs. All of the still-life work
in this book is his and we credit him with being the single
most influential individual who has spawned the visua
presentation style that pervades all of our catalogs
store displays, and still life poster graphics.
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Fashion by its very nature is an ephemeral idea. To design towards this concept is
often a harrowing experience, if not a hazardous business venture. Yet to many this
is the fascination that draws people into the industry. Those of us who are in it love
the excitement, but are forever frightened by the intangible and often intransient nature
of the public’'s imagination. To ward off the dangers of losing cachet in a business
that can be overwhelmingly image oriented becomes almost the single most pre-
occupying objective, especially to established brands. The design problem thus
revolves around this issue with continuous pressures being exerted by business and
economic factors to complicate the process. What does all this mean? In short, the
fashion game is a tough one and few survive more than a decade or at best a gener-
ation. Rarely, and very rarely at that, will a company survive into a second generation
or a sale to another firm where full control is lost by the founders. The reasons for
this are simple. Fashion houses almost always are the singular and complex vision
of an individual or at least a small cohesive team such as partners, family members
or couples. Likewise, fashion companies rarely get large in general business terms
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and are more often than not strong in home markets and tokenly represented in
countries far from the headquarters. Basically, this is because the eye of the founders
or prime movers cannot reach that far. Consequently, the challenge in design is to
overcome the seemingly inevitable demise of the brand of a worldwide firm especially
for a company like ours which specializes in trend merchandise; not in classic
consumer products that need little redesigning or updating.

When we first started Esprit some twenty years ago we had no previous experi-
ence whatsoever in the fashion business, in fact what business skills we might have
possessed came from being in the mountain climbing equipment industry for a brief
time where any reference to fashion was an anathema. The idea of image and image
making was far from our minds. It was not, in fact, until twelve years after the found-
ing of the company that any attempt to form an image and create a context for the
product was made. In 1980 a radical shift in direction was undertaken. A mixed bag
of seven different trade names were consolidated under the one name, Esprit, and
graphic designer John Casado was brought in to create a new logo and to design
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labels, tags and packaging. After a few false starts with fashion photographers,
Oliviero Toscani joined in the effort to make a strong image and he remains today
one of the principle participants in the image making.

As in all things that start modestly and by amateurs, progress, growth, expansion and
refinements come in steps and stages. Experience is gathered on the job and a process
begins and evolves. Likewise, success leads to more opportunities and mistakes
lead to improvements and avoidance of repeating past errors, or hopefully so!

What became apparent and is today our fundamental point of departure for all proj-
ects, new products or image campaigns is that of considering the new idea of a
product or product line entirely through the mind of the target customer. Since Esprit
as a company is a brand and not a business the principle focus is only on Espritand the
customer base it already has. Years of defining and knowing who the target customer
is, the customer’s taste and habits, as well as knowing the aesthetic, social and per-
sonal values of this customer become one and the same with your own values and
taste. Marketing to tastes other than your own, to a group of people with whom you
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must qualify, guantify and survey in order to know them is difficult and, at best, not
very effective. Consequently, we endeavor to design for our own tastes and to find
designers who closely identify with the lifestyle values of our customers. Our biggest
failures have always been trying to design “over the fence” for a consumer group with
different values. How, you may ask, could we know what's inside their heads if they
view the world significantly different than we do? Could we design products and create
an aura around those products that would appeal to the Altai people of Siberia?
Highly doubtful, simply because their aesthetic reference points are in a different
place. It has always been a great mystery why so many people are mismatched with
their jobs working for firms that produce products that they have no feeling for. This
is an especially acute problem when a designer must design products or an art
director must create an image for an audience they don't intimately understand.

It has long been understood that the psychographic profile of target customers, or
the idea of getting “into” the head of the customer will lead you to the best under-
standing of what makes the customer respond to product, advertising and services.
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Therefore, a thorough understanding of this profile makes design that much easier.
In the fashion industry where trends of status related products are in a state of constant
flux and evolution the designer must be fast enough to respond to a changing
market place. Without the individual designer changing simultaneously and in sync
with the ever emerging aesthetic, the design problem is not solved.

Our responsibilities in designing products and creating the context in which these
products are sold is to encourage a consumer to develop style and not to be con-
sumptive for consumption’s sake. Unfortunately, today the competition and compul-
sion for growth forces companies to overpush the market, to create desires and
insecurities that build demand far beyond needs. Obviously, all companies must sell
products but they should not do so at the expense of the customer’s value system.
This is a fine line to follow. By advocating a responsible social and political lifestyle
where the use of clothing and accessories, home products and the like can be
bought and used, the company can temper pure consumption and bring style service
and concrete advice to the consumer.
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Esprit has not founded its success purely on the product nor purely on the image
and context. Itis the blend of these two things. Today as the public grows tired of “lifestyle
concepts’ it will be a market place of quality, function and time saving that will emerge.
Context will still be important and most likely brand identity and credibility will be more
critical than ever before. Our direction will be to design products that use thrift and
efficiency in manufacturing, that will replace expensive and luxurious materials with
the elegance of durable, functional, natural fabrics and materials that will be constructed
simply, but with clever ideas replacing expensive labor. Today beauty is seen more
as a result of form following function than its own imperative of the marketplace.

Can Esprit sustain the vision and success it has had in the first twenty years of its
life through the second twenty years? This is of course what is asked both within and
outside the company. The answer is “yes’ if we can build on our principles and cement
firmly in the minds of all who work with us that we have a true product/context
tradition and a company culture that ensures its sanctity beyond the life span of its
founders. If not, like all things without a solid heritage, it will wither away.
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Even in the very beginning, most organizations, no matter how modest or small, have at least a seed of a vision for what
they do. When we began, we too knew that producing fashion products was what we physically did, but behind that effort
there was a fundamental operating philosophy. As we expanded and built an organization, this vision/philosophy
developed into what today could be described as our management style. There has been a lot of analysis these days
regarding management style; mainly because it has been discovered that management style is an integral part of every
company. To understand the nature of a company is to know why it succeeds or does not succeed.

For us, the first principle we try hardest to implement is to find the right individual with the right skills for the rightjob. The
personality “fit” with the company’s personality comes first. We try, above all else, to find people who fit into our culture,
whose value system is compatible with ours; that socially, politically, aesthetically, professionally and even athletically ()
think fundamentally like we do. This is nothing new. For centuries, organizations have built themselves on this idea. Hard
work and discipline is really a determination of whether the company forms a solid body of individuals who will carry out
ils business goals.

Once a person is hired with the right personality for Esprit, they are likely to be more motivated simply because they
themselves are meeting the most basic requirements of a good job relationship—just to enjoy arriving at the workplace
in the morning because it's a pleasure to have the interaction with the fellow members of the team. Thus, an “esprit de
corp” is established, giving the organization a strength much greater than the sum total of the employees.

Likewise, once a person is hired, Esprit endeavors to give a person a well-described expectation of the job to be done
and, along with the responsibility, also the authority to carry it out. The individual in turn must accept the accountability
to the organization to see the job well done. The central thrust of all of this is to give a person a job with the idea that they
own that job, that they will work first for themselves, finding their professional satisfaction in the direct results of that job
because it is what they want to do. The organization (Esprit) will only gain the by-product of their efforts and it is the
leadership’s (i.e. management) role to stimulate this process and to assign the right people to the right tasks.

In relationship to design principles the right person for the right job is just the same. Likewise, art direction (manage-
ment/leadership) is also the same. Don't get between the camera and the object being photographed or between the
designer's pencil and the paper. Good art directors must stand behind their artists and perhaps whisper in their ear
from time to time with a steering suggestion. Short of that, their smartest move will be to choose the best commercial
artist for a particular project and writing an articulate brief. Accompanying the philosophy of the individual working first
for him/herself goes the idea of being a compassionate organization dedicated to being caring and good to people,
to be egalitarian and not hierarchical, listen to everyone yet stick to the vision.
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Business Cards, 1984

The design of the card was intentionally simple.
The logotype does not appear on the front or
the back. The employee's name appears on
the front without title distinction as Esprit does
not use titles. It was hoped that this might
serve to provoke thinking about the nature of
the work one does rather than the status that
titles often convey. The card is printed in black
on a smooth cool white card stock.
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