PINK IS THE NEW BLACK

Karim Rashid is a man of many talents. He is an industrial designer who has created almost every piece of home equipment there is to design, from a salt shaker to sofas and light fixtures. He is also an architect, a decorator, a lecturer, a writer, an artist, even a fashion designer, and a DJ. Half Egyptian and half British, with permanent residence in New York, yet constantly on the road around the globe – incidentally, he loves coming to Belgrade – his portfolio includes an impressive number of over 3,000 designs in production, and over 300 awards. His products are featured in 20 permanent collections at various galleries. He has worked in nearly 40 countries and the list of his customers is strikingly enviable as it includes brands like Alessi, Artemide, Audi, Cappellini, Carolina Herrera, Edra, Egizia, Estee Lauder, Foscarini, Giorgio Armani, Kenzo, Magis, Prada, Sony, Swarovski, Toyota, Veuve Clicquot, Zanotta, etc. Most recently, Gorenje joined the roll.

In addition to denouncing all and any boundaries, this man, already a legend of modern design, is also famous for turning pink into a manly colour. He often chooses to wear it himself and his style of clothing is thoughout to the last detail. If you are lucky, you may run into him at a party anywhere between New York, Milan, and Belgrade.

After almost 30 years of working in product design and architecture Karim Rashid is living legend. How does it feel?

I am inspired and I am obsessed. And the adrenaline of success is a beautiful fulgent experience. But I always felt this way prior to any success. To be at the top is to be spiritually, mentally and physically self-actualized. I hope one day I will be. I am not yet. Everyday is a new challenge. A new project, a new typology, a new opportunity. I do not consider myself at the top – I fell like I am only 25 years of age, out of school and just starting. I have so much I want to do that I feel I have accomplished nothing yet.

At this year's furniture fair I Saloni in Milan, I had an impression that it was all about Karim Rashid:  I found your products at different stands, I even met you at two par-ties thrown by XO Design and Meritalia. Every time I open an international design or fashion magazine – there you are. You are also a star and a fashion icon. How much time and energy do you invest in presentations of your work?

I spend too much time presenting my work and not enough time at home sketching or meeting with my designers. I used to travel 220 days of the year lecturing and promoting my work. All of my best work is created while I’m travelling, faxing sketches to my staff, drawing on planes.

How important for a product's success is the image and appearance of its creator? Can it be successful without his or her total involvement?

Absolutely! A product should stand on its own. It needs the sup-port of a great company behind it to be successful. Every project is a collaboration.

Where do you find ideas for your immense pro-duction? Who or what inspires you?

I look way beyond design and architecture. Inspiration is accumulative. Everything can be inspiring. It is how you look at the world. I am inspired by my childhood, my education, by all the teachers I have ever had, by every project I have worked on, by every city I have travelled to, by every book I have read, by every art show I have seen, by every song I have heard, by every smell, every taste, sight, sound and feeling. Highly creative people in the world inspire me. Here is an edited list: Luigi Colani, Ettore Sottsass, Joe Columbo, Philippe Starck, George Nelson, Charles Eames, Isamo Noguchi, Ross Lovegrove, Bruno Munari, Carlo Mollino, Gaetano Pesce, Joe Columbo, Victor Papanek, David Carson, Frederick Keisler, Shiro Kuramata, Buckminster Fuller, Toyo Ito… I could go on and on.

When do you create? You are around the globe all the time.

I sketch in bed, office, restaurants, wherever and whenever ideas come to me. I am inspired when I am travelling, designing and coordinating projects from the road. I love working on planes where I can really focus on projects. I can fill a sketchpad on a single European flight (about 100 pages). I write proposals, answer press questions, strategize, develop ideas, directions and dream about what I really want to do – not what I think I must do. I travel about 180 days a year. I have crazy days in the office. I must sleep 7 and 1/2 hours exactly or I have trouble performing. I wake up at 8:00 am, brew the strongest fresh cup of coffee, answer all my e-mails, then go to the office (I live 2 blocks from my office – a hyper convenient and enjoy-able condition – allows me to work very late), review issues with my office manager, answer more e-mails, write articles, proposals, etc. Then go down the list of projects – meet with each one of my staff. Each project perpetually inspires the next.

How do you recharge yourself with creative energy?

I worked very hard for the last 20 years trying to establish my industrial design practice so now it is time to have a ‘real’ vacation. I am planning a month of holiday. My wife and I will be going to Montenegro, Playa del Carmen and Porto Cervo. We will sleep in everyday, work out everyday and eat organic food and slow down time. I will only bring flip flops and a pink Speedo.

After so many years of immense success, can you remember your beginnings? What was the hardest thing? What was your real breakthrough?

I moved to New York with nothing – no contacts, no money, no visa, no apartment. It was very difficult, I lost 20 kilograms. I was very sick and depressed and intellectually lonely. I survived by teaching part time at a graduate school at Pratt for very little, but it gave me a visa and enough to scrape by and eventually buy a Mac computer. I embarrassingly borrowed money from my parents at the age of 33 for down payment on renting a loft. I lived on corn pasta and soy milk. Eventually after contacting about 100 companies I got my first commission and started to build a body of work and developed many of my own ideas, regardless of clients. We must make our own opportunities. The phone does not ring if you do not show the world what you can do.

Which advices do you give to young students at your lectures?

Learn to learn, stay objective for the rest of your life, search work not fame, love the profession or leave it, persevere, build a body of work, focus on the good, don’t be jealous, envious, greedy or pos-sessive.

And what would you advise to buyers regarding design? Sometimes I have a feeling that people are still afraid of it.

Buyers wield great power. But it is my job as a designer to edit the marketplace, not the consumer. I want to rid the world of nostalgia (NO-STALGIA!) so we can enjoy, celebrate and experience the contemporary world without perpetual biases and subjective tastes. It is comfortable for people to live with recognized vernaculars, with the security of known signs and languages.

Can good design change our everyday life?

Good design is rapture of experience. I believe objects and spaces should not be obstacles in life but raptures of experience. Objects become the organisms we live with. They are our human nature. Our lives are elevated when we experience beauty, comfort, luxury, performance, and utility seamlessly together. This underlying depth of beauty means that content plays a primary role in the beauty of things.

What is actually good design for you?

I believe that beauty is a seamless combination of the inner and outer. Like an abstract painting that we consider beautiful because below the surface there is content. The conscious is the outer, the subconscious is the inner. They should be inseparable to imbue beauty. Therefore function and material and form and performance and texture and colour and ease are all inseparable in a beauty object or space.

You are known by sensual minimalism. What is its message?

It is hard for a designer to see ‘their’ own style and define their place in the world themselves. I have always referred to my work as sensual minimalism , but also technorganic and infostethic. I try to always have some level, even a nuance, of originality or innovation in my work, whether it is a new material, new human behaviour, a new form, a new production method, a new market, a new message (be it wit, humour, emotion, meaning, social or political agenda), new experiences or completely new concepts. Design is our entire built landscape.

Eight years ago you published the book ‘I Want to Change the World'. Is this still your intention? In which way? 

Everyday I live I believe that we could be living in an entirely different world – one that is full of real contemporary inspiring objects, spaces, places, worlds, spirits, experiences. Design has been the cul-tural shaper of our world from the start. We have designed systems, cities, industrialization – we designed everything. My real desire is to see people live in the modus of our time, to participate in the contemporary world and to release themselves from nostalgia, antiquated traditions, old rituals, meaningless kitsch; and that we should be conscious and sensorially attuned with this world in this moment. If human nature is to live in the past – then to change the world is to change human nature.

You are known by curved, egg shaped objects. For me, this is the world of softness, flowing energy, infiniteness. Are there no edges in your world?

I believe our spaces should be soft, curved and conceptual, and engage technology, visuals, textures, lots of colour, as well as all the needs that are intrinsic to living a simpler, less cluttered but more sensual envelopment. Rounded rooms are soft to provoke a more human friendly environment. But I also have a very angular side to me.

Pink colour is surely one of your hallmarks. You don’t just put it on your objects and interior decoration, you even quite often wear it. The GQ magazine said that you’ve made it masculine – although the major part of people associate it to Barbie.

Pink is energetic, fulgent, engaging and a moxie to the mascu-line world that dominates our built landscape. There are so many variations and shades of pink for every mood, even person. Pink also clearly communicates the idea of immateriality, entropy, energy and strong optimism. Pink is the new black!

You will also use it for your new project – home appliances for the Gorenje company. Were home appliances a huge challenge for you?

No, I have wanted to design appliances for ages. It was a great exercise in rethinking the banal. Too often we are relegated to tired archetypes. Design is about shaping contemporaneity. Design is critical to our environments, to our daily experiences, our products, our everything. Everything needs to be designed from our airplane interiors to our shampoo bottles to our money. We need to beautify this planet in every aspect, in every corner of the earth.

How did the collaboration with Gorenje start in the first place?

Over the past years Gorenje has proven to be a company that has a strong interest in contemporary design. I have been following and appreciating the successful collections they have brought to market and when they contacted me to design the new Gorenje collection it took very little discussion to get the project started. I knew the company also because I do a lot of work in Eastern Europe and have an apartment in Belgrade with Gorenje appliances.

You said in one of the many interviews that everything you have in your house was designed by you – except the fridge. So now, you have the chance to change the situation. Will there be a fridge Gorenje by Karim in your home?

Absolutely! 90% of my home is made of my designs. I can’t wait for it to be 100%! I need to design everything, every detail. I want to live in perfect euphoric contemporary technological sensual spaces.

You are interested in many things. Can we expect your own fashion label for men? After all, you are show-ing them that white, pink, baby blue, manicured and polished nails and a touch of lipstick can be so masculine and sexy!

I just worked on a women’s fashion line for Seven7 Jeans. I hope to design a men’s collection as a follow up.

I know – it’s not polite to talk about the age but I’ll do it. Are the 50s the beginning of a new era?

Absolutely! There is so much to do yet! I want to design cars, planes, clothes, houses, robots, and shape the future; but I think that the future is that we will own nothing – this is really nature – we lease cars, we lease houses and soon we will learn to lease everything, experience it for a short while and go on to the next. We will create a hyper consumptive, forever dynamic, evervast changing human condition, where everything will be cyclic, sustainable, biodegradable and seamless. This is Utopia, this is freedom and this is nirvana. All the goods in the world will only exist if they give us a new or necessary experience.

www.karimrashid.com

