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“The goal of cross-cultural design is to achieve a harmonious juxtaposition; more of an
interaction than a synthesis.”
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The logo of HSBC, the mark of Hong Kong Jockey Club, the banknotes of Standard Chartered Bank, and the logos of Hong
Kong Land, CITIC Pacific, and the Hong Kong Hilton... Walking down the streets of Hong Kong, you might encounter Henry
Steiner's design works anywhere. In 1961, Steiner went to Hong Kong from New York on a short-term assignment for The Asia
Magazine. Unexpectedly, the short-term stay turned into permanent residence that has now spanned 57 years. For over half a
century, Henry Steiner has created numerous outstanding designs that have exerted a marked influence on graphic design in
Hong Kong and on Asia as a whole. He has been called the “Father of Hong Kong Graphic Design* and has been recognized as
the enlightenment figure of contemporary Chinese graphic design.

Born in Vienna, Austria, in 1934, Henry Steiner moved to New York with his family when he was five years old. He attended
Hunter College and then Yale University, where he studied with Paul Rand, as well as the Sorbonne on a Fulbright scholarship.
After moving to Hong Kong, Steiner in 1964 established Steiner & Co., specializing in corporate identity programs, corporate
literature, architectural graphics, product design, packaging, book and magazine design, and banknotes. He has executed
projects for well-known companies not only in Hong Kong but also in India, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, the Philippines, Singapore,
Thailand, the United States, mainland China, Taiwan China, and Macau China,

Over the years, Steiner has been the president of the Hong Kong Designers Association and of the Alliance Graphigue
Internationale, as well as a fellow of the American Institute of Graphic Arts and of the Chartered Society of Designers. He has
won numerous awards and commendations, including Hong Kong Designer of the Year; Design for Asia’s Lifetime Achievement
Award; and designation as a World Master by Japan's ldea magazine, as one of lcograda's Masters of the 20th Century. He was
also awarded the Golden Decoration of Honor of Republic of Austria for his design accomplishments.

Living, studying, and working in the West and in the East have allowed Steiner to transcend the limitations of different cultures
and to form his own approaches to cross-cultural design. He co-authored a book with Ken Haas titled Cross-Cultural Design:
Communicating in the Global Marketplace, which was published in 1995. The book discusses the challenges and dividends
against a backdrop of cultural differences. Now an octogenarian, Steiner still spares no effort to share the cross-cultural
approach. During Shenzhen Design Week in April, 2018, he gave a speech at the forum of AGI China Exhibition in which
he noted, "When designing across cultures, ideally, designers are representative of their own culture yet can adapt to new
surroundings.” Over a design career spanning decades, Steiner has been building communication bridges between the East and
the West with his unigue cross-cultural design approaches.

For this issue, Package & Design conducted an exclusive interview with Henry Steiner and invited him to share his design
philosophy and approaches along with his excellent design works with our readers,
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P Q: Package & Design » A: Henry Steiner, Father of Hong Kong Graphic Design, Founder of Steiner & Co.

Q: You were born in 1934, just before the War and the
Anschluss and the Holocaust. Could you please talk
about your childhood and your educational path in
designing?

A: | left Vienna with my family in September 1939 and grew
up in New York City. After high school | attended Manhattan's

Hunter College. At that time (mid 50s) it had an Art Department

et Exprassion, with artists like

vhich was a hotbed of Abstre

3

fichard Lippold, Dong Kingman,

am Baziotes and Robert

Motherwell teaching there. Also, there was my printmaking
instructor and mentor, Gabor Peterdi, who agreed that | was
definitely not cut out to be an artist and suggested | go for an
MFA in graphic design from Yale where he was also teaching.

‘Graphic design, what's that?" | asked.

Q: When you were studying at Yale University with Paul
Rand, what was he like? What aspect of him impressed
you the most? What were the most important things you

learned from him?

A: | was thrilled when F Rand started teaching at Yale in

2cond year. | had read his Thoughts on Design while in

high school. He was plain spoken and stressed that an idea

needed to precede any design. He also taught that visual
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contrast is central to graphic communication; design without

contrast is wallpaper.

Q: What was the design situation like in Hong Kong
when you first went there in the early 1960s? For
example, how did the Hong Kong market value the
importance of design? What was the living situation of
designers back then? What style did designers pursue
at that time?

A: In the 1960s there was no awareness of graphic design in
Hong Kong, only what was called Commercial Art, laboriously
executed and over decorated, with a style betraying the

influence of 1940s British advertising.

Q: You participated in the founding of the Hong Kong
Designers Association in 1973. Could you please talk
about the situation back then? For example, how
did you come upon the idea of founding such an
association in the first place? What was the mission of
the Association? How many charter members of the
association were there? Did the Association receive any
support from the government back then?
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A: The mission was to support designers and create general
awareness of graphic design in Hong Kong. Among the
founders were Christopher Chow, Marshall Corazza,
Bernard "Mardi" Navetta, Ken Shimazaki and myself. We had
support from Susan Yuen of the Hong Kong Manufacturers'
Association. | don't remember much direct Government

support.

Q: As you look back upon the 57 years you've been
living in Hong Kong, what changes have you seen take
place in the design industry of Hong Kong?

A: There are more designers working here than ever before
as well as some public awareness thanks in part to the efforts
of Victor Lo who started Business of Design Week. Graphic
Design is taught at all the higher academic institutions. The
computer and the internet have been major influences on
contemporary design. Locally originated design can be quite
impressive, with an exotic “inscrutable” element sometimes.
People here no longer say “what's that?" when | give my

profession as graphic designer.

Q: What do you think are the key points in cross-cultural
design?

A: To quote from my book Cross-Cultural Design: The goal is
to achieve a harmonious juxtaposition; more of an interaction
than a synthesis... Combination, mixture, blending — these
are useless concepts as they will result in a kind of mud. Street
stalls in Hong Kong serve an understandably unigue beverage
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called Yun Yeung, a combination of tea and coffee. It tastes
as you would imagine: the worst characteristics of both are
enhanced. In the Tai Chi (the Yin Yang symbol) the elements
don't merge, they stand for positive/negative, male/female,
light/dark, and they are complementary, yet discrete.

Q: Could you talk about how the Bauhaus influenced
you?

A: We were made aware of the Bauhaus' influence at Yale but
| was more interested in the contemporary approaches coming
from London, Manhattan and Hollywood. (| should mention
that in addition to Rand, my early influencers were Saul Bass,
Henry Wolf, Robert Brownjohn, Ivan Chermayeff, Raymond
Savignac, Herbert Leupin, Armin Hofmann and Karl Gerstner,

to cite a very few.)

Q: Besides combining images of different cultures,
your design works also include many creative Chinese
logotype designs as well as creative combinations of
physical objects and Chinese characters. As you don't
speak or read Chinese, how did you manage to apply
Chinese characters to your cross-cultural design so well?
A: | work — with my ignorance of Chinese characters'
meaning and my love of their appearance — as | deal with my

color blindness: | get by with a little help from my friends.

Q: Your designs are always able to minimize the visual
identity cost of your clients' brands in a simple and
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direct manner. Could you please talk about your design
process after taking over a project? Where does your
creative inspiration usually come from?

1 dats
gestation or ng the u o mull over that
information; and the ion. But my main insp

from the

Q: The HSBC logo - one of your classic logo design
works - has been highly acclaimed ever since its release
in 1983. Could you please talk about the inspiration for,
creative approach to, and the implied meaning of this
logo?

A: Until 1980, t SBC’s flag was bas on the

Q: What's the cooperation model between you and your
clients in actual products like? Do your clients always
participate in the creative process with you or would
they leave that up to you? Do you usually propose a
single solution or several solutions from which your

clients can choose?
A: If I'm torn be

preliminary basis.

the client's company is my point ©

Q: What do you think should be different with regard
to the brand design approaches in the internet era
nowadays as compared with the past? You wrote a
book called Cross-Cultural Design: Communicating in
the Global Marketplace in 1995. What would you add or
delete if you were asked to rewrite the book now?

A: The basics of brand ¢ n remain unchanged. The

internet is just another tool.

Q: What do you think of the cross-cultural design that
Chinese designers have created for Chinese brands and
products which have entered the global market? What
aspects of our cross-cultural design do you think need
to be improved?

what | suspect

s side. | am impressec
s and trust their future cli
nore informed. In cross-cultural terms, | be

s should learn to me much |

Q: China has a vast territory, abundant resources, and
a long history and cultural heritage, but there are few
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preeminent masters in the different fields of the design
industry. What do you think is the fundamental reason
for this? What is the biggest problem for the Chinese
design industry? What future direction do you think
Chinese design development should take in order
to create our signature design whose worth will be
respected by the world?

A: The problem is with the client, whether government or
private. | also suspect that crony favoritism, rather than
competence, is often behind the design selection process.

Q: In China these days, the value of graphic design is
not fully recognized by clients and by the market. For
example, many designers would say their logo design is
worth a great deal, yet the clients won't pay much for it.
This has been a perplexing situation for the practitioners
of this industry. What do you think we could do to solve
this dilemma and make clients appreciate the value of
graphic design?

A: There is nothing more expensive than a cheap logo. Strong
visual identification is a key factor in the success of companies
like Apple, Sony, BMW, Starbucks, etc. Saving money on
a logo is always a poor decision. Design is a profession
and deserves to be treated with respect. But unlike say,
architecture, the value of branding is more intangible than that
of buildings.

Q: What do you think is the essence of brands? China
is now actively promoting the transition from OEM to
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OBM. What do you think are the difficulties and the
key points in this transition? How could designers help
domestic brands build up their distinctive identities and
go global with design?

A: The key is to set up a chief project officer. The essences
of a brand are recognizability, originality and relevance to the
business.

Q: Over the years, you have been living in Hong Kong
— a typical meeting point of eastern and western
cultures. Have you ever thought about what would have
happened to your design style if you hadn't come to
Hong Kong and had lived in some Western city like New
York instead?

A: | would still have been inquisitive, searched out colleagues,
insisted on direct contact with the client company’s decision
maker. | would also tailor my cloth to suit the lining of my
clients' business. My design style and philosophy would be the
same.

Q: Could you tell us about your life right now? What are
your hobbies? What kinds of books do you usually like
to read?

A: The office continues to be where | spend most of my time.
At the moment, we are preoccupied with archiving the vast
amount of work of which |, to my surprise, have been guilty.
My choice of books is as unpredictable as the businesses of
my clients.
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