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Dear Mr. Chairman,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

it is really a pleasure for me to be here and to share some personal thoughts on design and on the merits of designers both from Britain and from Austria.

I’m impressed by the expertise of the previous speakers, looking forward with equal interest to the other presentations and panel discussions.

In my short lecture, I will mainly focus on three areas:

· Why did my company “Wiener Stadthalle” buy British?

· What did we learn from that experience?

· What is the lesson for Austrian design?

Dealing with that, Mr. Stephen Hitchins has also encouraged me to add some comments about the design landscape in Austria and to present some fresh ideas as a result of subject cooperation.

Actually, my statement reflects the experience of my previous job assignments and my current responsibility as Managing Director of “Wiener Stadthalle”. In a nutshell: Austrian architect Professor Roland Rainer has designed the “Wiener Stadthalle” as one of Europe’s first multipurpose facilities in 1958. It is still one of the largest leisure and conference centres in Europe, having welcomed more than 50 million visitors over the years, and having been host to more than 80 World or European championships.

Our management responsibility comprises the main complex, four other sports stadia, two huge indoor and outdoor pool areas, two big ice rinks, a smaller facility with a kind of an off-broadway programme and five other sporting and entertainment facilities.

Reflecting these past 42 years, there is need for a repositioning and face-lifting of our main venue. Therefore, we are currently working together with Professor Roland Rainer to redesign the “Wiener Stadthalle” as an urban entertainment centre and to add some 15.000 square meter to the already existing complex. A proposal for this project already exists. Architect Gordon Carey and his London office have also substantially contributed to this project. And there is another area where we benefited from British creativity: 

Our new corporate design concept was developed together with the London based design company Pentagram.

As you know: The proof of the pudding is in the eating. Therefore, I’m pleased to hand over some copies of our new design manual reflecting the good result of this cooperation as well as some brochures about “Wiener Stadthalle”.

The first question I will elaborate on is:

Why did we buy British? 

Why are we asking a British company to help us promote “Wiener Stadthalle”?

There are both personal and historic reasons. It was in 1987, when the Governments of Austria and Hungary decided to jointly organize a World’s Fair, to take place simultaneously in Vienna and Budapest. I was appointed General Manager of the Austrian Expo Company (on a leave of absence from IBM). One of our first challenges was to jointly develop a logo and a design concept for both cities. Based on an international competition, Mr. Alan Fletcher and his design consultancy Pentagram won the bid. This was in 1990. His assistant at that time was Mr. Justus Oehler, who had joined Pentagram the year before and became a partner in 1995. I am glad to say that since then we have successfully worked together on various other projects. 

Therefore: Buying British was a decision based on personal and historic reasons. But this decision is also based on sound business judgment, justified by international standards and highest quality. 

Other Austrian companies have made the same good experience making use of  British creativity:

Take Neville Brody and his design concept for the Austrian Broadcasting Corporation (ORF). Barry Hewson and his design school in St. Pölten has already been mentioned by Mr. Stephen Hitchins in his opening remarks. Vivienne Westwood and Ron Arad are lecturing at the Vienna University for Applied Arts. Sir Terence Conran has designed and built the much applauded “Hotel Triest” in Vienna. Sir Norman Foster has presented a very challenging proposal for redesigning “Nordbahnhof”, a huge area downtown Vienna currently used as a railway-station.  And finally: Rachel Whiteread was entrusted with one of the most delicate tasks: the Holocaust Memorial in the heart of the city of Vienna, inaugurated on October 25th, 2000.  

During my turn as President of the Austrian Design Institute, I also had the privilege to cooperate with British designers, to exchange ideas and to establish good contacts.

One staff-member of the Austrian Design Institute even moved to London and was appointed Manager of the research department of the British Design Council. He left London most recently and is now Head of the research department of Philips in Eindhoven.

Another good friend and a valuable source of information is Mr. Michael Thomson, well know for his work for the British Design Council and for the “Millennium products”, initiated by the British government and Prime Minister Tony Blair.

These are just a few examples how British design is stimulating fashion, the media business, architecture and education in our country. 

But the same is true for other countries, where British creativity has similar influence: Take for example Paris with John Galliano (and his work for “Dior”), Alexander McQueen (and his work for Givenchy) or Julian Mac Donald.

This leads to the second question: 

What did we learn from that experience?

In order to successfully compete on an international scale, Austria as a small country as well as Austrian companies have to better understand that design influences every aspect of our life.

Is there any way to avoid design? My answer is: No. But there are differences in how objects are being used, what they tell us, how they help us and how they influence our perception of reality and ourselves. To quote Paul Virilio: “The meta design of customs and social habits in the post-industrial era will substitute the design of forms of the object in the industrial era”.

There is an interesting and encouraging project financed by the Austrian government: “Design Now. Austria”. This exhibit has already been presented in Vienna, Lisbon, Prague, Barcelona and London. It will be shown in Tokyo this year, and most likely in Beijing, Shanghai, Washington and New York in 2002.

“Design Now. Austria” is the first international show of Austrian industrial design, which provides an overview of the country’s applied arts.

I had the privilege to act as the overall coordinator for this exhibit. Together with the curators Gregor Eichinger and Christian Knechtl we tried to avoid focussing exclusively on the history and quality of Austrian design. Instead, we captured a picture of Austria’s industry, by referring to the past while trying to show new perspectives for the future. Therefore, this exhibit not only presents a collection of successful Austrian products, but ties them to the country’s economy and  technology, with an eye to public subsidies and the codes of communications design. Products by designers who have won state prizes, but whose works have not yet been mass-produced, are shown side by side with the icons of Austrian design.

I do not hesitate to admit, that the idea for this exhibition and for the necessity of presenting Austrian design abroad was heavily influenced by the design initiative of the British government, where Prime Minister Tony Blair had defined design and creativity as a cornerstone of his governmental campaign.

Third and final question: 

What is the lesson for a small country such as Austria? What seems to be necessary for our own country with regard to design?

Based on what I have just referred to and reflecting the valuable input from many design experts, I would appreciate and recommend this action plan for Austria:

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


2. To establish a platform supported by the Austrian industry with new means and resources in order to cooperate on an international basis, utilize global experience and success stories – and to broaden our narrow-minded chamber system and its bureaucracy. 

3. To develop guidelines how to improve design education in Austria. By the way: There was a good chance three years ago to move the European College of Design from Geneva to Vienna. We had a lot of discussions with the Austrian Government, back and forth and forth and back. Ultimately, there was the decision not to support this project. Now the respective decision makers, should I better say: non-decision-makers, complain heavily about this missed opportunity.


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 criteria of awarding the “Austrian States Prize for Design”.

Here is my closing remark:

Austria has indeed a lot of very good designers and architects: Roland Rainer, Hans Hollein, Helmut Lang, Porsche Design,  Kiska Design, Herbert Schweiger, Eoos – to name just a few. 

With the shut-down of the Austrian Design Institute in 1998, the design community in Austria lost a battle – but not the war. Slowly, but surely more and more Austrian companies are establishing successful links and fruitful cooperation with designers from Austria and abroad. The Austrian Government has also started a new initiative to promote design and to focus on the creative industries. We appreciate this indication of intent, nonetheless.

That said, this Design Focus Seminar does matter – as a strong statement and a valuable contribution to create awareness, to further promote this issue and to reflect all of its implications.

Thank you for your attention.

Prof. G. Feltl – May 2001

4

