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Today, accepting visual projects related to
Chinese characters may no longer be restricted
by geographical boundaries. Western design-
ers who have long been immersed in a Chinese
language context can contribute to cross-cul-
tural communication through the fusion of
Eastern and Western visual concepts. They
gain a deeper understanding of Chinese lan-
guage and culture. Their works become part
of the local environment, serving as a medium
for communication and expression among the
locals.

In this section, Design360° engages in a
dialogue with graphic designer Henry Steiner,
type designer Roman Wilhelm, and interna-
tional design studio Lava Beijing. They came to
China due to work opportunities and have been
engaged in Chinese design projects for many
years. In the 1960s, graphic designer Henry
Steiner brought modern design to Hong Kong,
fostering the emergence and development
of Chinese graphic design. He advocated for
cross-cultural concepts and integrated Eastern
traditional culture with Western modern de-
sign, creating innovative Chinese graphic de-
signs. German type designer Roman Wilhelm
created the Chinese typefaces “Laowai Sung”
and “Hong Kong Street Face” during his time
in China, which have truly entered the Chi-
nese-speaking regions and widely used. Lava,
originating from the Netherlands, established a
studio in Beijing, where they applied Dutch de-
sign methodologies to Chinese graphic design
and created numerous unique design works.

Despite their long-term living experience in
China, which has led to a growing understand-
ing of the Chinese language and culture, they
believe that the depth of their understanding
of Chinese does not affect their ability to use
Chinese characters in graphic design. They
maintain a fresh perspective on the Chinese
language and culture and confidently incorpo-
rate their regional culture into their works. The
creations of these foreign designers not only
enrich the forms and expressions of graphic
design with Chinese character but also pro-
mote cross-cultural exchanges and integration
across different regions.
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360° You came to Hong Kong in the 1960s
and have been working and living there
ever since. How is your proficiency in
Chinese now? Do you enjoy working
with Chinese and designing in the lan-
guage?

HS Lately over here is so far so good.

I’'ve been in Hong Kong since 1961, and over-

all, things are fine. The only problem is that

my proficiency in Chinese is not very striking

given how long | lived here, but my colleague

here says so far so good. | think | am better at

visualizing in Chinese than in corresponding or

speaking Chinese.

360° As one of the first generation of graph-
ic designers in Hong Kong, you intro-
duced western design methods and
thinking into the Chinese context. As a
graphic designer, how do you observe
Chinese characters when you first
arrived in Hong Kong and how did you
use them as visual elements in your
design?
HS One of my favorite examples is the
observation | made on calendars, specifically
the depiction of the different animals in the
12-animal cycle. There were standard drawings
for calendars, which have been used for years.
I thought that’s quite interesting. Why aren’t
we play with that? No one had ever assigned
an animal to each year before, so we took that
concept and created cards for each animal, en-
suring that each design was unique. It turned
out to be highly popular. | think that’s in a way
with I’ve been doing with the Chinese visual
language, making it different rather than using
the same old. | think with Chinese design in
general just having a view of the “gweilo |1,”
and view things in a new light rather than sim-
ply accepting them. Go again to the animals,
to see them in a different form, not just accept
them and we had a lot of fun with that series
for over 12 years, perhaps a little longer. Each
year we created designs featuring the different
zodiac animals, producing exciting station-
ary items. Our clients, colleagues, and others
found it quite thrilling. So | think this sense
of, | don’t know if you would call it ignorance
of a “gweilo,” but it’s a fresh eye on Chinese
traditions and playing with them a little bit.
And that’s something that | do very happily
because | see things freshly where the people
in Hong Kong say just sort of accept them and
I look at them with a stranger’s eyes. And that
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in turn is appreciated by the Chinese to initiate
and develop cross-cultural concept.

360° What do you think of the structure
of Chinese characters as in a square
and its cultural background? Also the
Chinese writing system and western
language system are completely dif-
ferent, so how do you think this kind
of structural difference affected your
design?
HS Let’s take the logo of the Hong Kong
Hilton as an example, which reminds you or at
least they reminded me of the Yi Jing, which
was quite popular among the hippie culture in
the 1960s. It was cool, but for me it was some-
thing fresh. Initially, the hotel was named the
“American Hotel” then later changed to the
“Hilton Hotel” when it was nearing completion.
Consequently, the initials “AH” transformed
into “HH,” giving rise to the symbol that can be
associated with the Qian hexagram, symbol-
izing longevity. This sort of led to something
that people associate with me, which is cross
cultural design where you look at something
from a stranger’s eyes, not something you’ve
grown up with, but something that comes to
you fresh. Therefore, you can create ideas with
it like this example of something that turned
into what could have been the Qian, even
though it didn’t start that way.

360° Do you believe that learning Chinese
would impact your design outcomes?
Is it necessary to learn Chinese in the
field of Chinese design?
HS I don’t think so. It’s very different.
It’s a vision. What does it look like? You can
acquire a lot of information about Chinese
culture without learning Chinese. We did a lot
logos and designs in our first few years and
all of them are based on Chinese images and
figures. For example, we designed a logo for
a bank in Hong Kong called Dah Sing, which
resembled a Chinese character meaning “big”
and also looks like an abacus. It’s appropriate

for a bank in Hong Kong but also for any bank

worldwide, as it’s visually memorable. | find the
most important thing is to be able to explain
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what you’ve done to your client and making

it easy for them to convey that explanation to

their families. Having a story behind what you

do is much more important than saying while |
did that because it looked nice, or you say the

reason | did this is, whatever.

360° Besides their graphic features, Chinese
characters carry meanings and serve
a semantic function. So if you haven’t
learned Chinese, how do you ensure
the semantic function of the Chinese
characters in your designs?
HS It’s because | have no preconceptions.
I was not for better for worse educated in Chi-
nese, but | can see it. | observe how Chinese
characters are used and | asked questions. |
maybe made a nuisance of myself that | con-
stantly say to my staff “what is this?” “How
would you explain it and get it?” “What the
communication is?” That’s what | do, and
that’s why my book was called Graphic Com-
munication. And Graphic Communication Lim-
ited for a while was our company name. But
one day somebody came by and said: “I tried
finding you in the telephone book and | looked
under S for Steiner and | couldn’t find you.” It
made me think I’d better change it to a Steiner
company, but the spirit is still of graphic com-
munication — communicating visually through
the eyes with the help of visual objects, sym-
bols, and logos in the works.

360° For a very long time Hong Kong has
always been a Chinese-English bilin-
gual society. Do the differences be-
tween these two languages bring new
possibilities when you use bilingualism
in your designs? How do you balance
these two very different languages?
HS It depends whether you’re talking in
terms of hearing or seeing. In terms of hear-
ing there more or less equal in volume. But in
terms of seeing, | noticed that the written Chi-
nese occupies only half the space compared
to English. If we have two columns of English
text, we can get one Chinese column in the
same width. There are many samples of that
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of one column for Chinese and two columns
for English or the width of two columns in
Chinese. It means that Chinese is much more
compact as a written language. And | find that
is very interesting. | was the first person to play
with this and bring it to people’s attention. And
it’s very often you find the Chinese and English
occupying the same volume, but it doesn’t
work well. Either the Chinese ends short while
the English continues, or it creates difficulties
in design. However, adhering to the 2 to 1 prin-
ciple — twice the size in English or half the size
in Chinese, makes it all easy.

360° Do you think that a profound under-
standing of Chinese culture is a pre-
requisite for designing in Chinese?
With the international exchange, the
design across the world is getting
more and more similar. Do you think
Chinese design still retains its unique
visual characteristics?
HS It depends on what the project is
about. To put it more simply, what are you
selling and then you use whatever is appropri-
ate for that. If the goal is to convey the idea of
a Chinese product, then incorporating Chinese
visual elements would be appropriate. If your
intention is to present it as Western, then you
follow that route. | would say it’s a question of
what your audience is. | think what’s important
here is to bear in mind that we are working for
clients. We aren’t involved in self-expression.
It’s like any sort of professional who gets in-
volved with whether it’s architecture or med-
icine or graphic design. Graphic design is not
self-expression, but facilitating communication
between people. In the past, China was often
portrayed as mysterious, with distinct practic-
es that differed from the West. However, with
more and more communication, we resemble
each other more completely. So that | look at
what we’re doing. We’re talking in a second
language, but the communication is the same.

360° Your design works have garnered im-
mense popularity and have become
iconic, contributing to the visual land-
scape of Hong Kong’s society and
culture. As a foreign designer, how do
you perceive your role in shaping Hong
Kong’s society through your designs?
What are your thoughts on the phe-
nomenon of foreigners designing in
Chinese?

HS As for design works, Chinese or for-

eigner can look at it and recognize it. Hong

Kong, being a unique city that was once a

HS
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British colony and now a bilingual society,
has been influenced by various cultures and
lifestyles. When | was invited to join the Asia
magazine as a design director, | actually used
a lot of the culture elements of the whole Far
East and Asia-Pacific regions into my designs.
As a foreigner, | can see things that native take
things for granted in some way. It’s the advan-
tage that you have by being ignorant because
you’re not held back by you can’t do this or
that. One of the joys of my career has been
showing that you can play with things that you
can ask questions where normal people say
don’t get involved with that but actually that
can be what you want to see.

| think the thing that | keep flowing back
on is to say one picture is worth 1,000 words
which | heard attributed to China. It certainly
accepted by everybody. I’ve always felt it was

a lot easier for me to do one picture than to
write a thousand words. Maybe that’s why I’m
a visual designer rather than somebody who
writes words. One can appreciate instanta-
neously one picture, whereas reading a thou-
sand words takes quite a while. So it’s always
better to show what you’re doing rather than
describe what you’re doing.
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Henry Steiner
Henry Steiner holds a Master’s
degree from the Yale School
of Art. Resident in Hong Kong
since 1961, he is an interna-
tionally acclaimed graphic
designer and head of Stein-
er&Co., one of the world’s
leading strategic brand design
consultancies. He is the first
member of Alliance Graphique
Internationale (AGI) in Greater
China Area, and was the past
President of AGI. He received
the 2012 Design for Lifetime
Achievement Award by the
Hong Kong Design Centre,
and was awarded the title of
Professor by Federal President
of Austria in 2017. He is the
co-author of Cross-Cultural
Design: Communicating in the
Global Marketplace (1995,
Thames and Hudson).



