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FOAMIM LOCKRSTROM

oki sato

LESS IS MORE—MORE OR LESS

Collaborating with everyone from Walt Disney to Louis Vuitton, architect Oki Sato, founder of the

Japanese firm Nendo, is the man of the moment—just don't try getting to know

him. BY DAN RUBINSTEIN

ows of undularing bookshelves filled a serenc space in Tokyo's Shibuya disericr,
cach featuring small caramed-colored boaks devored to educating customers
on the details of what makes 2 latte different from a cappuccino, There were
nine titles in all, with each shade of brown corresponding to 2 drink that visi-
tors could claim in exchange, and part of the books' covers could be removed
and inserted inta a porsable plastic cup to change its color. All-whire examples
of Emeco’s classic aluminum Navy chair were scatrered throughou. 1t could

have been another one of the city’s forward-thinking concept stores—ir was, however, a pop-
up shop cilled Starbucks Espresso Journey, creared in 2012 by the Toronto-bom Oki Sato’s
Japanese design firm, Nendo. “You couldn't even tell it was a Starbucks," says Gregg Buch-

binder, chairman of Emeco, “It was so pared down.”

That's 2a excelent way t describe most of the 37-year-old Saw's work, which ranges from
interiors, architecture and furniture to tabletop and personal accessories to fashion—bur don't
simply disregard it as minimalism. “It feels thac way, but in the context of his ideas and what
he puts inco it...hels reducing things in 2 way to make things even berter,” says Buchbinder,
who last spring addad Sato w his company’s roster of design royalty wha have created instant
cons with their chairs for Emeco, including Philippe Starck, Konstantin Gecic and Jean Nou-
wel. “Saco’s Focus is on the intrinsic appeal of something,” says Buchbinder. “He is meticulous

about removing anyrhing that's in excess.”
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“Minimal” mighe be che wrong word ro describe Nendo. “Prolific” would be more
accurare, Since establishing his office in 2002, Sato has shown @ neas-uncanny level
af quality for somenne who can creae dozens of well-considered praducts and stores
cach yer for an incredibly diverse lise of che industry’s mase demanding clienes, in-
cluding Karrell, Walt Disney. Lonis Vuitton, Cappellini, Issey Miyake, Tod's and
Puma. s a range of collaborators that defies categorization by medium, yes, bur also ’
by price—one can have aceess to Sao’s designs whether in the form of a Starbucks
coffee mug or a Baccarat cryseal goblet or a new retail space,

After all, nendo ts Japanese for “modeling clay,” and che comparison is apr. “Nendo
means like Play-Doh, like chat kids would play wich,” said Saco in 4 2013 interview.

“That’s exaetly the way [ want to work as o designer—o be flexible and changing like

Play-Doh changes colar, shapes, sizes, to have thar flexibility in designing.” Sato's col-

laborators also credir his success to the sheer speed ar which he works, Nearly all his

projects begin wich a simple sketch, "Even whike in conversation, he pulls out his pen

and you can see what he's chinking, He's very, very fase. The only person who works /1
as Last a8 he does i Starck,” Buchbinder says.

While he gees help from his studio, Sato is always hands-on. Far Emeco, Sato
designed the Su collection. (Sw, frringly enough, means “plain” o “unadorned”
in Japanese.) Nor only do the steols come in 1 variety ol unusual material
combinations—including one type of scat made from rechiimed wood and another
from an ecological form of concrere—bur their design also hides the line's greatest
innavation, To improve the ease of DIY assembly, Sato designed the Su to be put
together using a single screw hidden underneach thar can be ewisted with a coin,
“[sa simple stool, bur ifs actually very complex,” says Buchbinder. “You can tell a
lot abour the product when you look at the invisible chings. When you curn it over,
you realize the passion in every single minuce detail.”

ur whar makes Sato such 4 rising star bt juse his ability w crank out eadless

new products. Ics the intangible character he injects into his work thar has

caprured the arrention of the museum warld as well. Sato's picces have been

collected in institutions the world over, including London's Victoria & Albert
Museum and Parisy Centre Pompidow. “There's a sense of playfulness in his work,”
says Cynthia Trope, associate curator of produce design and decorative arts at New
York’s Cooper-Hewitt Smithsonian Design Museum, who has acquired chree Nendo
works, “He combines Japanese and Saandinavian forms in interesting ways.”

If you haven't heard of Sato by now, it's by design. Buchbinder recalls Saw’s dif-
fidence, demonstrated by how he hid inside Emeco’s booth for hours at a time dus-
ing the 2014 Milan Furniture Fair. “He is so understated. 1t's so plesant w work
with someons who is so modest and appreciative,” Buchbinder says. “He doesn't
have & rock-star auitude.” Whecher chis stems from his shyness or a cultivaced
elusiveness is subject to interpretarion. When quizzed on<amera during an carlice
event about whar people should kaow about him pessonally, Sawo deanusred, in the
maddening manner thae gypifies the stercotype of the mysterious creative genius. I
shouldn't exist. I'm like air or warer. There’s not much for you 1© know about me.
1ts not really interesting, 'm afeaid,” he said. “I¢ should be the objects that should
be doing all the alling.” He may well be tight. o
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