Design Scoping Mission to Austria

UK-Visit Wiener Stadthalle

November 23, 2000

Dear Ladies and Gentlemen,

as Managing Director of Wiener Stadthalle I want to welcome you on behalf of all of my colleagues and our management team.

Wiener Stadthalle is by far the largest arena complex in Austria and one of the greatest multifunctional venues in Europe. This building has been opened in 1958, and we will celebrate our 50 million visitor in the forthcoming week.

The capacity of our main hall is 18.000 visitors. Over the past 42 years we have hosted 90 world or European championships. This is the place, where Frank Sinatra, Liza Minelli, The Rolling Stones, Tom Jones or AC/DC showed up. Elton John will be here on November 25. Sarah Brightman will give a concert on December 12 – to name just a few.

Our management responsibility rests with this building, four stadia, two huge pool areas (indoor and outdoor), two big ice rings, “Szene Wien” with its off-off-Broadway-program, two cinemas as well as some smaller sporting and entertainment activities.

This venue has been built by architect Roland Rainer, who celebrated his 90th birthday just a few months ago. Professor Rainer was also city Council and head of the planning department of the City of Vienna as well as head of the department for urban planning in Los Angeles.

Currently, we are working together with Professor Rainer to add some 15.000 m2 to the already existing buildings. Our objective is to redesign and reposition Wiener Stadthalle as an “Urban Entertainment Center”. Key elements within the scope of these new permanent attractions will be “Olympic Spirit”, “I-World”, a kids corner, a shopping mall and various restaurants.

This project proposal has been developed by Professor Roland Rainer. Intensive discussions with English architect Gordon Carey were extremely supportive.

There is another contribution by British creativity: Our new corporate design concept will be developed together with the London-based and renown design company Pentagram: Mr. Justus Oehler, one of the partners of Pentagram, will come at the begin of December. We will have a working session and finalize our design concept.

I have mentioned design: This leads to your program and your design scoping mission to Austria.

I had to privilege to chair the Austrian Design Institute for a period of five years.

You have already met some fine Austrian companies dedicated to that subject. And you will meet some more companies contributing to and focussing on design.

You will also meet Karin Hirschberger, with whom I had worked together at the Austrian Design Institute: I do really appreciate those five years working with Mrs. Hirschberger and her two colleagues, namely

· Andreas Früchtl, who moved to London when our institute had been closed. He got a very interesting offer from the British Design Council, where he was appointed Manager of the Research Department. After a couple of years, he left the British Design Council most recently and was appointed head of the Research Department of Philips in Eindhoven, Netherlands.


· Another colleague at the Austrian Design Institute was Alexandra Gaspar. After we had organized a challenging Austrian design exhibition in Hongkong in 1997, Mrs. Gaspar got an offer from Henry Steiner. She agreed and is leading and working now in Hongkong as well as lecturing on design issues at one of the Hongkong universities.
In your papers, which I had prepared for today, you will find a lecture which I had delivered as part of our design exhibit in Hongkong. The headline is: “Austrian Design. Tradition and Vision”.

Additionally, I have prepared a short description of another project. I refer to a travelling exhibit, where I had participated in defining the goals and objectives as well as selecting the creators, namely Eichinger and Knechtl. The title of this road show is: “Design Now. Austria”.

This exhibition has already been presented at Lisbon during Expo ’98, followed by Barcelona, Prague, Vienna and London. Next locations will be Shanghai and Hongkong, followed by Washington and New York.

As you may realize, there are some contacts and good relationships. And I do really appreciate all those contacts with your country. I am glad to say, that I am always very impressed when visiting UK.

By the way: There are also personal contacts. My brother-in-law is an attorney. He a graduate of the Vienna University and the London School of Economics. He has his law-firm in Vienna and is also working as solicitor and partner of the law-firm Gregory, Rowcliffe & Milners at Bedford Row in London.

Anyhow, you want to challenge me on Austrian design issues. I want to be quite open, and this is my personal statement: 

The discussion dealing with design issues has become more vibrant and vital in recent years. Obviously, this reflects our current situation of moving targets and fundamental changes.

Things are constantly flowing. Consequently, it is harder to agree on accepted guidelines, and their functions are limited.

This maybe unfortunate, because in times of uncertainty, points of reference and orientation are increasingly needed.

More and more people are losing their face in the legal and economic framework. 

And the believe is fading in the ability to mold our world through a well-planned cooperation of architecture, design and communications.

In the last few years, design-theory has also been challenged by ecological thought and behavioral patterns – demanding, that we do not actually carry out everything that is possible.

Requested alternatives range from limiting the natural resources in the production process and the use of environmentally checked materials, to consumption denial and structural radicalism.

To some extend, this concept of a “counter-utopia” poses a crucial question – one which I see as a central theme in all of our discussions.

I’m referring to the role of design in a world which has become contradictory and uncertain, and lacks a firm sense of direction.

It’s a search for consistency in a changing world – as many international gurus such as Professor Ezio Manzini from the famous Domus Academy, or Dieter Rams from Germany or Lucius Burckhardt, curator at the Centre Pompidou or Professor Elisabeth Moss Kantor form Harvard University have stated.

When I resigned as president of the Austrian Design Institute (after all: I had pre-announced that I would only run this honorary job for five years at the most) I had worked out some ideas for a new Austrian design strategy. 

I had submitted subject position statement to the government and all respective bodies, and I want to present a key element in a nut shell.

From my point of view it would be necessary for our country:

1. To develop a strategy on a national basis: Austria is too small to do this on basis of provinces or even cities – as it is done today.


2. To establish a platform supported by the Austrian industry with new means and resources in order to really cooperation on an international basis, utilize global experience and success stories – and to broaden this narrow-minded, out dated and creativity-killing dependency on the Austrian Chamber of Commerce and its bureaucracy.


3. To develop guidelines how to improve design education in Austria. By the way: There was a good opportunity two years ago, that the European College of Design would move over from Geneva to Vienna. We had a lot of discussions with the Austrian Government, back and forth, and again back and forth. Ultimately, there was the decision not to support this project. Now the respective decision makers (should I better say: non-decision-makers) make heavy complains about this negligence.


4. To focus on the various cultural and economic aspects of design as part of an Austrian corporate design strategy – in order to better position our country within Europe.


5. To create awareness by the business community on the importance of actively supporting and sponsoring design initiatives.


6. To ensure that a statement on design and its cultural and economic impact must be part of any governmental platform and program.


7. To reassess current procedures and selection criterias of awarding the so-called “Österreichischer Staatspreis für Design”.

In short: The result by the Ministry of Trade and the Chamber of Commerce (which funded the Austrian Design Institute with an ridiculous low amount of all together 180.000 £ a year) was a fussy cackling, than a disapproving nodding – a blunt shut-down of the Austrian Design Institute, precisely 50 years after it had been established.

Here is my résumé:

· Austria is today not a country of design. Our Administration and its officials have neither a design vision nor leadership nor dedication to focus on that subject.


· But we have a lot of very good designers. You have already met some of them, and you will have the opportunity to get into contact with more of those talented designers during your stay here in Vienna.


· Slowly, but surely also more and more Austrian companies are establishing successful links and a fruitful cooperation with designers.


Therefore: With the shut-down of the Austrian Design Institute, we lost a battle – but not the war. 

I have prepared some answers, please ask the respective questions.

Thank you for your attention.

G. Feltl 
20. November 2000

