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The®Man Who De:

would be entirely fair to describe Henry Steiner as

Hong Kong's godfather of design. His work can be
seen everywhere and every day: he is the author of
some of this region’'s most iconic corporate images.

One of these is the logo for HSBC, which he modestly
describes as based on Scotland's Cross of St Andrews
flag which he *made into a square and then added
those extra ‘ears’ to it to hold it together”, he says.

Steiner first arrved In Hong Kong in 1967, and
established his practice three years later. One of his
most famous commissions can be seen whenever

you open your wallet. It was Steiner, in 1973, whao first
featured the two lion statues in front of the Hongkong
and Shanghai Corporation’s headquarters on the
currency notes issued by HSBC. He has also been the
designer for the notes issued by Standard Chartered
Bank (Hong Keng) since 1979

It is not a simple brief to design a bank note. To start
with, how do you make a piece of paper convey value?

One way is for the design to conform with certain
security requirements to ensure the note is genuine.
This includes using engravings of images featured on
the note, patterns that are extremely difficult to mimic

accurately, and having a watermark. Another way is that
the note's design communicates its value by showing
something about the country’s cullure, Steiner says.

“Often there will be a celebrity or an important figure,
such as a president. Except for banknotes in Third
World countries, these people are usually dead. But in
the Third World, they like to enjoy [being on a banknote]
while they are around,” he jokes.

Up until the early 1970s, Hong Kong banknotes often
depicted images of the banks’ headquarters, and

also an anonymous woman dressed in ancient Greek
or Roman garb and wearing what Steiner jokingly
describes as a “fireman's helmet”, Some even sported
the mythical figure of “Britannia”.

When Steiner was commissioned to design the 1979
saries of notes for the Chartered Bank (as it was then
known), he took a radical approach of suggesting they
should feature mythical Chinese animals. Ascending
in value, the set of banknotes thal were issued in this
series started with the fish on the $10 note, a lion on
the $50, a chi-lin (unicorn) on the $100, a phoenix on
the $500 and the dragon — the most potent Chinese
mythical animal — on the highest denomination, the

31000 note. It was the
first time in Hong Kong
that an international
bank had used Chinese
iconography prominently.

‘I thought the mythical animals
have a certain charm and are

in tune with Chinese tradition,”
Steiner says. “Half by accident,
they fall into a hierarchy according
to their denomination ... There is a
myth about the fish that goes over
the cataracts until it reachas the dragon gate,
which is a narrow passage. If it gets to that point and
goes through it, the fish turns into a dragon. So there is
a circularity to the story.”

The designs proved highly popular, and they still
feature on Standard Chartered Bank’s current series,
also designed by Steiner. And when the Hong Kong
Monetary Authority (HKMA) decided in the mid-1980s
the three banks should add a $20 denomination to their
notes, Steiner added a tortoise to the set; inspired by a
large bronze sculpture of a tortoise he saw in Beijing’s
Forbidden City. However, when the HKMA, chose to
issua its own $10 note exclusively from 2002, the lion
design was sacrificed and the fish was moved to the
520 note and the tortoise to the $50 denomination.

A SLUAY IN CONTrasts

New designs are usually commissioned every seven
years because it is estimated this is how long it takes
for skillful forgers to begin making accurate copies of
banknotes. Steiner has taken the opportunity each
time to refine the look of the mythical animals, and also
make significant changes to the reverse side of the
notes

In the latest senes of Standard Chartered Bank notes,
released in 2010, Steiner's design for the reverse

side of the notes evoked the contrasting themes of
Hong Kong's heritage and technology. This was quite
a departure from the previous series, in 2003, which
featured depictions of Hong Kong's famous landmarks
at various points in its history. The 2010 series has on
the $1000 note a Tang dynasty coin shadowed by a
modern smart chip, the $500 note features a traditional
face reading chart and a biometric recognition system,
the $100 has a seal with Sung dynasty characters

superimposed over
a circuit board, while the
£50 note has an ancient Chinese
lock and a modern bank vault door and the $20
has an abacus against a binary code pattern.

The deliberate contrasts in these designs harks back to
one of the lessons Steiner learned from his teacher at
Yale, Paul Rand, one of the giants of the design industry
in the twentieth century.

“He said, 'Every design to give it life has contrast.” It can
be psychological contrast, where you see two things
that do not go together. Or it can be visual contrast. If
you had a piece of wallpaper with a polka-dot pattern,
that is not graphic design, it is just decoration. But if you
change someathing in there so you see it in a different
way, that gives it a visual contrast.” Steiner says.

While preparing for the 2010 series of notes, Steiner
was given a special commission to design a $150 note
to commemorate Standard Chartered Bank's 150th
anniversary. He was given a daunting deadline of

just six months and a brief from the client that every
designer should dread: “When | asked, "What do

you want on the note?’ He said, “You're the designer,
Henry',” Steiner says.

After some initial ideas were rejected, he visited a local
art gallery where he saw a photograph of a crowd on

a Hong Kong street. It and another picture of a group
of people reminded him of a classic print by Japanese
artist Katsushika Hokusai showing a group standing

on a bridge and looking at Mount Fuji in the distance.
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It was the inspiration that gave him the idea to portray
people representative of Hong Kong's history over the
past 150 years locking from the Peak over Victoria
Harbour.

The idea met with approval, and in the final version, the
people in the scene include a colonial era-policeman,

a contemporary schoolboy, a traditional mother and
child, @ modem businessman, a bird fancier, a young
housewife and a Chinese coolie. The front cover shows
a satellite image of Victoria Harbour and the bank's
headquarters.

“lTo do that in a six-month frame was tight,” he says. "It
included taking photographs with a photographer who
was willing to during Chinesa New Year and to geat all
those |:':E~|:uple in the right costumes.™

One million notes of the commemorative issue wera
printed and they were first released for sale in 2009. It
remains the only $150 note aver issued in the world.
While the issue was aimed principally for collectors,
some of the notes have been used in general
circulation,

“Some people spent it, which is ridiculous because you
had to pay just under 3300 to get one,” Steiner says.

When spaaking about the design industry in Hong
Kong, Steiner conveys strongly-held opinions. He
believes the industry has not evolved in the way he
hoped it would when he first moved to Hong Kong in
1961, particularly in the field of graphic design. But he
does not blame the designers.

“I am disappointed at the progress that design has
made. | lay that at the feet of the clients rather than the
designers,” he says. “The clients are more concemed
with price than quality. They feel if you can get a logo for
510,000, why pay mora? They do not see the difference
[because] they have had no education [in the arts].
There are art departments at some of the universities,
but leading up to that, there is no general sense of
music and art to give you a platform of appreciation.”

Steiner also has reservations about initiatives such as
the Hong Kong government’s plans for a cultural district
in West Kowloon (“It should be closer to the middle of
town rather than in boondocks,” he says). However,

he sees pockets of design excellence in Hong Kong,
particularly in the designing of products, such as the
cookware inspired by traditional Chinese cooking
equipment that was created by the firm Office for
Product Design.

Steiner says he impressed most of all with the students
and young people who could becoma the next
generation of designers coming through in this region.

“The ones who are coming into their own now are
independent, civil and broad-minded. They are terrific,”
Steiner says. “They are very keen on universal
suffrage. I've asked, "WWhere does this come from? They
haven't picked it up in the schools.' The answer is: the
internat. They are going to ba counter-culture in a way,
and | am very pleased with that.” &b
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