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There is no high drama or exuberant talent in what
we do, it’s an informed, incremental, thoughtful
approach, with a long editing and refinement
process at the end. With books | want to make
something people will notice, be seduced by, and
finally covet. | think these are distinct aims, and
require distinct techniques.
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><: Please introduce “William Hall” to the readers
of XFUNS.

William Hall is a London based graphic designer with
a small team, and clients across Europe. Our projects
are varied, but books and identity schemes figure most
frequently.

><: Please share with us your earliest influences
that inspired you to become a designer.
My father is an Interior Designer, so there were always

Left and Right Page
Calvin Klein catalogue

architectural drawings and plans around when | was
growing up, and | learnt to understand them when | was
very young. | would draw plans of my perfect home, with
swimming pools, and go-kart tracks. My interest in maps
and information design probably originates in the same
place.

><: Can you tell us a little about your studies, and
how they shaped your work?

| studied graphics at Saint Martins, graduating in 1997.
Our college building was in the middle of Covent Garden,
in central London. Our neighbours were Gap and Paul
Smith, so we were totally submerged in commercial
graphic design, but we were also only five minutes from
the National Gallery, The Photographers Gallery, and
about ten cinemas. It was a brilliant environment to study
graphics.

When | was at college the Mac meant that for the first time
anything at all was possible. David Carson’s exuberant
work for Ray Gun was extraordinary, but didn’t appeal to
me. As a student you have to respond to the status quo
and | felt turned off by all the noise. It seemed so self-
conscious, and belligerent. | wanted to make things that
were perfect, even if that meant they were robbed of

energy. In the first and second year | didn’t use colour at
all. I still use it tentatively.

><: What stimulates your creativity?

The content of the project, and considered reasoning.
There is no high drama or exuberant talent in what we do,
it’s an informed, incremental, thoughtful approach, with a
long editing and refinement process at the end.

With books | want to make something people will notice,
be seduced by, and finally covet. | think these are distinct
aims, and require distinct techniques.

><: What is the main concept and key element in
your work?

That you can only elucidate communications by paring
them down.

That graphic design should be tactile, beautiful,
and serious.

That perfection necessarily includes some element of
imperfection. The Japanese concept of wabi sabi most
accurately describes this.

><: What or who is your biggest influence, in terms
of style?

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, a rational, deliberative
modernist whose angular buildings are soulful, handsome,
and ennobling.

Also | should mention my colleague, Nicholas Barba, who
has worked on all the projects you see here. Sometimes |
think he has an even bigger influence than Mies.

><: Have you ever confronted any difficulties when
creating different works? What are the solutions?
My work is an endless list of difficulties. Finding a way to
persuade a client, or a printer that something is right, and
achievable is what | do every day.

The solution is to gently ignore the printer when he says
“no”. With the Ettore Spalletti catalogue | wanted an

invisible spine, but the printer said it was “impossible”.
We asked him about using different glues, about removing
the mesh tape they usually use. We made our own
dummy with PVA glue. The printer made some samples.
Eventually we found something that worked.

With the “We Not I” project it was the same problem.
Maybe ten or fifteen printers told us we couldn’t puncture
paper in the quantities that we wanted, in the way that
we wanted. But we persevered, and eventually found
a solution that required combining the skills of three
separate companies.

It has been important for us to find production people who
care about their work, and are willing to spend more time
than is usual - or financially sensible. The smallest detail
can make the difference between something ordinary, and
something special.

><: How difficult is it to present the concept of a
brand by using a very minimal design, for instance
your Calvin Klein catalogue?

We tend to work with clients who have an educated
visual and theoretical viewpoint. But it’s not always
straightforward. They don’t tell you at college that doing
good design work is 10% about being a good designer,

and 90% about planning, diplomacy, and business.

We hope to communicate with confidence that a particular
concept is the best possible solution. The design work we
do is very pragmatic, which perhaps makes it easier to
explain to a client how we arrived at our resolution.
However, an important element of our work is knowing
when and how to compromise. For the Robert Ryman
catalogue for example we argued for a long time with the
client about whether there should be text on the spine. In
the end we agreed to blind emboss it.

><: Please tell us about Robert Ryman catalogue,
and how did you originate the design on this
book?

As with all the books, our starting point is the content.
Robert Ryman is one of the founders of the Minimalist
movement in art, and his paintings are exercises in control
and reduction. Invariably using a square format and white
paint he sensitively explores brushwork, surfaces and
materials. In short, it’s painting about painting.

There is no clearer agenda for a designer than to let the
work speak for itself in an uncluttered and unselfconscious
space. Of course you have a sense of the book being
beautiful, and well proportioned, but if you’re interested
in Ryman, you’re consumed by the images, without
distraction.

When you look through the book you think “there’s no
design here at alll” and sometimes | wonder why it is so
difficult — but then you look at ten other Robert Ryman
catalogues, and you can’t believe how self indulgent the
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graphic designer has been, or how completely they have
failed to comprehend the artists work.

><: What special techniques are involved during
the process of creating these two pieces?

None. Although it is quite unusual to reverse text out of a
large field of foil block, as we did inside the Calvin Klein
book.

In the Robert Ryman book we cut out all of the
backgrounds in Photoshop, and neutralised the colour
and tone, so that when you look through the book you
aren’t distracted by slight changes in wall colour.

><: Which designers or artists do you admire
most? Why?

| think this is an impossible question, so I'll list the five
that come to mind first:

Donald Judd, Decimus Burton, Konstantin Grcic, Dieter
Rams, and Ben Nicholson.

| think perhaps, despite the eclectic selection, that these
are linked in some ways. Everyone in the list works with
purity and refinement, and the forms they create are
central to the experience - it’s not just visual. You will

notice that none of them are graphic designers.

><: Can you tell us a little about the current project
/ future plan of William Hall?

We’re working on a catalogue for a young artist called
Jamie Shovlin, and another one for an older artist called
Thomas Schitte. We’ve just finished designing a book
called Patio and Pavilion, which concerns the relationship
between architecture and sculpture, and we’re designing
a book to celebrate the London College of Fashion
centenary.

We’'re also working on the identity of a new website called
Cornwall100.com which will support artists in the south
west of England, and aims to introduce artists to art
buyers.

We’re interested in working on identity projects with small
and medium sized companies with a creative edge to their
work.

><: Please drop some suggestions to people who
want to take part in graphic and brochure design?
Do it, it's a great job. We work intensively with artists,
authors, chefs, or designers for six months, and at the end

|

of it you get a book as a neat encapsulation of that period
in your life. It’s a very satisfying process. In some ways it’
s better than architecture because one person can have
total influence and control.

Remember that book design isn’t just about the way the
cover or pages look. Consider how it will be used, and
by whom, consider its weight and tactile qualities. It’s
important to control the book in a gesamptkunstwerk way.
It doesn’t really matter what sort of design you want to do,
what'’s important is to be able to think laterally, and not
worry too much about making a mistake. Then begin to
have a considered sense of whether one solution is better
than another. Don’t fall in love with your work, because
this makes it difficult to change. You can fall in love with it
when it has been published.
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