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DESIGN

Infusion of style

For that competitive
edge, retailers link up with
décor designers to feature
specialty products.

DaviDp A. KEEPS

As one ofthe many vendors who
sells designs to CB2, the affordable
modern offshoot of Crate & Barrel,
Bernard Brucha was used to work-
ing anonymously. Last year, one
phone call changed all that.

“They asked if they could use
my name and likeness on the web-
site,” said Brucha, founder of the
Venice, Calif., furniture firm Mash
Studios, who now appears in a de-
signer profile on the CB2 blog.

Brucha is not the first Ameri-
can designer to be promoted as a
rising star by a retailer. Nor will he
likely be the last. A quick flip
through eatalogs and visits to
stores over the last few months has
revealed a growing trend: In a re-
cession-rocked economy, home dé-
cor manufacturers are using estab-
lished brands and building home-
grown designer-name franchises
to entice increasingly savvy cus-
tomers and hoist up the bottom
line.

“As manufacturers swa.llow
each other up, design becomes the
differentiator,” said Grant Kirk-
patrick of KAA Design, an archi-
tecture interior and landscape de-
sign firm that recently launched
the Rusa outdoor furniture collec-
tion for Design Within Reach. |

“Corporate America used to
think beauty was frivolous,” he
added, “but the great revolution
has been that design sells because
people want beauty in their lives.”

And home décor manufac-
turers, which, contrary to popular
belief, are staffed by product devel-
opers and buyers but rarely main-
tain in-house design departments,
are happy to oblige. In addition to
Brucha's Mash Studios, CB2 offers
goods by some two dozen young
designers and artists. Williams-So-
noma’s West Elm hypes its ongoing
collaboration with event designer
David Stark and 24 others in the
“We Love” page on its website. Ona
more upscale note, Garnet Hill has
exclusive bed and bath linens by
fashion designer Eileen Fisher.

And Ballard Designs recently

paired with Atlanta interior deco-
rator Suzanne Kasler, a designer
for Hickory Chair furniture and Sa-
favieh rugs.

“Working with Ballard Designs
has been a way for me to share my
design aesthetic and bring some of
my ideas to products that are af-
fordable,” said Kasler, who is
known for high-end interiors.

“Connecting with a designerisa
great way to inject a fresh perspec-
tive to your assortment in an in-
creasingly noisy and crowded
marketplace,” said Ryan McKel-
vey, president of Ballard, which
launched more than 100 Suzanne
Kasler items in August. It was the
first such collaboration in the com-
pany’s 27-year history and is show-
cased in 37 million eatalogs mailed
out each year.

This marketing approachiscer-

- tainly not  without precedent.

IKEA and Design Within Reach
have built reputations by cashing
in on designer currency, often pro-
viding headshots and biographies
of creators in catalogs store dis-
plays and on websites.

In the 1990s, Target pioneered
the idea of designer exclusives,
teaming with architect Michael
Graves to produce modernist
housewares, and the chain contin-
ues to partner with of-the-moment
international designers such as
Philippe Starck, Tord Boontje and
Marcel Wanders for limited-run
collections. The retailer also hasan
ongoing line of home accessories
created by interior decorator Vie-
toria Hagan.

Crate & Barrel has a 4-decades-
old relationship with the Finnish
textiles and table wares company

_Marimekko, which has produced

DESIGNER: Bernard
Brucha of Mash Studios
designed a dresser for CB2
and is featured on its blog.
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exclusive designs that account for
5% of the store’s merchandise and
in mid-May will open the first of a
string of Marimekko store-within-
a-store boutiques at its store at the
Grove in Los Angeles,

“Marimekko had to come to us
and say you need to use the name
more,” said Raymond Arenson,

executive vice president of mer-

chandising and design at Crate &
Barrel. “We do tend to be shy of us-
ing the name. We've always
thought to shout another brand
within our brand seemed odd.
Once you become a vehicle for
“brands, you are a department
store and not a brand yourself.”

If the business model of the
2000s was brand building, it might
be said that, for many home décor
companies, the '20-tween years will
be about strategic alliances — us-
ing other brands to survive and
evolve.

“In today's flattened market,
the ability to have product r.hgt. is

not available anywhere else is a sig-
nificant competitive advantage,”
said Russ Gatskill, chief executive
of Garnet Hill. Not every venture
has been a hit, he said. The catalog
company tried to sell the trendy In-
dian block print bedding of John
Robshaw, but, Gatskill said, “it did
not resonate with our customer.”

Many in the home décor indus-
tryfindlessrisk in heritage brands:
In addition to Marimekko, Crate &
Barrel reissued Classic Century, a
1852 collection by modern dishware
designer Eva Zeisel. The Sundance
catalog carries reissued pottery
from Los Angeles-based Bauer;
Garnet Hill carries Pendleton
blankets and Frette sheets.

Such licensing arrangements,
Gatskill said, “allow us to expand
into new product categories where
we may not have perceived exper-
tise.”

Other retailers, particularly
young modernist-oriented CB2
and West Elm, which don’t have de-
signers on staff, forge relationships
with lesser-known names.

“We're building our brand on
the shoulders of all the new fresh
designers,” said CB2 director Mar-
ta Calle. “We don't know how many
people actually know who they are,
but we think people deserve to
know.”

Working directly with a de-
signer instead of buying already
manufactured goods from a fac-
tory is a more arduous process. It
requires finding resources and ma-
terials, creating prototypes and
getting designer approvals before
products canreach the shelves. Ac-
cording to Calle, it is well worth the
effort.

“Having merchandise that

ey

for retailers

doesn’'t look like cookie-cutter
products churned out by a com-
puter brings credibility toabrand,”
she added. “And there is no greater
joy than seeing a young designer
who thinks thereis nowayin hellhe
can get his product made and then
we do it and get him a royalt.y
check.”

Having collaborated with some
25 designers and artists in the last
few years in a design scene she
compares to indie music and film,
West Elm Creative Director Alex
Bates calls the trend a celebration
of individual talents in a world of

mass-produced goods.

“Consumers are romantic.
They care about how they spend
their money and love the stories

/ behind the things they buy,” she
said. “T mean, who really needs a
vase? But if you buy one that you
love and it support.s a new artist,
it's a win-win.”

Ceramist Sarah Cihat, who be-
cameadarlmgoftheDIYdéeorset
with her Rehabilitated Dishware,
agreed. -;

“Design has become mote
accessible, and people act-
ually seem to care about it,” sald
Cihat, who worked with West
Elm on a June collection based on
her over-glazed vintage plates.
“They are interested in the person
behind the piece that they put into
their homes and ultimately their
lives.”

For everyone involved, this
wave of designer décorisatide tha}:
lifts all boats.

“Companies are getting a prod—
uct specifically for them and are
able to charge a little bit more if it
has an association with a de-
signer,” said Mash Studio’s Bru-
cha, who created one of CB2's hot-
test sellers, the lobster-red Shop
chest.

Designers who license thel.r
creations get to see theirvisions re-
alized by companies with the re-
sources to manufacture and seLl
products.

And for the consumer, Brucha
added, the product has cachet, be-
cause it's not something that the
company just bought off the floor
at a trade show in Shanghai. ’

Said Brucha: “People who buy
my furniture at CB2 think, ‘'Oh, he's
an L.A. designer who lived in
Brooklyn. He's one of us.” "
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