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CITED:
“WHAT HAS BEEN IS 
WHAT WILL BE, AND 
WHAT HAS BEEN DONE 
IS WHAT WILL BE DONE, 
AND THERE IS NOTHING 
NEW UNDER THE SUN.”  
—ECCLESIASTES 1:9

Be Original: Why Authenticity Matters

It is fascinating to witness the birth of a movement within 
an industry. Our last great one – sustainability in design 
projects – is still unfolding and will likely be less a move-
ment than an intrinsic character of the built environment. 
Now emerging is the recurrent theme about the impor-
tance of authenticity and the many values emanating 
from the originality of design. Shortly before NeoCon, the 
Herman Miller NYC showroom hosted an IIDA NY Chapter 
and Be Original Americas panel discussing several per-
spectives on originality and authenticity in design.

FULL STORY ON PAGE 3…

Breakfast with BIFMA: The 2015 BIFMA Annual 
Membership Meeting

Once again members of BIFMA turned out in force for 
the annual membership meeting held at the Holiday Inn 
Mart Plaza across Orleans Street from the Merchandise 
Mart. Speakers at the breakfast included BIFMA Executive 
Director Tom Reardon; interim President of the Board Dan 
Tuohy of Tuohy Furniture Corp.; Designer Pages President 
Chris Taylor; Chief Information Officer at ClearArc Capital 
Mitch Stapley; and VP of Leasing at Merchandise Mart 
Properties Byron Morton.

FULL STORY ON PAGE 12…

30 Years of NeoCon

NeoCon is a show bursting with tradition; many of us have 
traveled from company to company, crafting a career of 
rich experiences that often come to a point each June at 
the Merchandise Mart in Chicago. And while we might 
make bounds and leaps between companies, the A&D and 
contract furniture industries have a storied history of retain-
ing their members for the duration of their careers This 
year, we’re starting a new tradition at officeinsight honor-
ing those who’ve made a habit of attending NeoCon for 30 
years or more.

FULL STORY ON PAGE 17…
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It is fascinating to witness the birth of a movement within 
an industry. Our last great one – sustainability in design 
projects – is still unfolding and will likely be less a move-
ment than an intrinsic character of the built environment. 
Now emerging is the recurrent theme about the importance 
of authenticity and the many values emanating from the 
originality of design. 

Of course, anything of importance that represents a 
change must justify its worth as it shoulders its way into 
its final position among competing values. The originality 
movement has a head start, being something embraced by 
the design community as a fundamental value. And, like 
the sustainability movement, it is considered a hallmark of a 
“good project” in accordance with contemporary standards.

Shortly before NeoCon, the Herman Miller NYC show-
room hosted an IIDA NY Chapter and Be Original Ameri-
cas panel discussing several perspectives on design. John 
Czarnecki, editor in chief of Contract magazine, moderated 
the panel comprising designer Dror Benshetrit, Studio Dror, 
Rebecca Dorris Stieger, current president of IIDA NY Chap-
ter and a designer at Gensler NYC, and Sam Grawe, global 
brand director for Herman Miller and former editor in chief 
of  Dwell magazine.

“Industrial design isn’t understood by everyone the same 
way,” said Mr. Grawe. “It’s not like a painting, or a singu-
lar work of art; it’s about the manufacturing process. An 
authentic design can be authentic if it is from 2010 or from 
1955 or earlier.” 

Be Original: Why Authenticity Matters
by Peter Carey

IIDANY and Be Original at the NYC Herman Miller showroom (Event photography: by IIDANY/Johnny Wolf Photography / Example knock-off photos: 
courtesy of Be Original Americas)

Design professionals catching up before the panel discussion Sam Grawe, global brand director, Herman Miller
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Mr. Grawe, however, had a confes-

sion to make. 
“Herman Miller was not founded 

on the principle of original design. We 
reproduced replica furniture, as did 
all the Grand Rapids manufacturers 
at the beginning of the 20th century. 
Eventually, our founder DJ Dupree met 
Gilbert Roade, who convinced him on 

moral grounds that what he was do-
ing was wrong. He should be making 
modern furniture for modern times.”

Be Original Americas, a non-profit, 
was founded three years ago to inform, 
educate and influence manufacturers, 
design professionals and individu-
als about the economic, ethical and 
environmental value of authentic 

design. Through an extensive program 
of lectures, workshops and round table 
presentations across North and South 
America, its goal is to establish indus-
try standards that encourage consum-
ers, the design community and its 
various partners, to support creativity 
and authenticity and thereby incentiv-
ize innovation.

Hall of shame: knockoffs displayed on Be Original Americas website
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For Mr. Benshetrit, innovation is at 

the core of his design practice. Au-
thenticity and attention to every detail 
is required for each project. 

“Still,” he said, “earlier today I was 
talking to a client about a lobby design 
in which I plan to place several of 
Knoll’s Mies van der Rohe Barcelona 
chairs.” 

Where is the originality/authenticity 
in this, you may ask when there are 
many lobbies with Barcelona chairs. 
The answer, of course, is in how the 
chairs were used and in the use of the 
original van der Rohe design, rather 
than a cheaper knock-off. 

These are interesting times, Mr. 
Benshetrit noted. 

“We are still recovering from a 
recession as a result of which many 
designers are designing a bit more 
conservatively. At the same time, this 
is a time of tremendous innovation in 
manufacturing processes, in fabrics, in 
the use of sustainable materials, and 
in software development, all of which 
contribute to more original design. I 
have a feeling we are going to see a 
lot of very original designs in the near 
future.”

John Czarnecki with Dror Benshreit, Rebecca Dorris Stieger and Sam Grawe

A knockoff of Vase of Phases, original by Dror Benshreit
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Imitation and reuse are not neces-

sarily all bad. Imitation is often one of 
the first stages of learning, and most 
designers while in design schools begin 
to understand the rules and techniques 
of design by modifying existing designs 
and applying their iterations to their 
current projects. In addition, many 
design details are a language of sorts, 
and their reuse in many original ways 
does not signify inauthenticity. And, of 
course, across all types of commercial 
interior design, certain iconic pieces 
of furniture represent their own design 
detail, signifying a certain emotional 
reaction or design intent.

Addressing these counterpoints, Ms. 
Dorris Stieger said, “At what point are 
designers over-inspired and over-influ-
enced by what they have seen before, 
or by what their clients are asking them 
to do? There is a lot of pressure to come 
up with new ideas. So many designers 
at the firm were at the top of their class 
and came to a large office like Gensler 
and were expected to be one of the top 
performers in the company. 

“It is very easy to go online, look 
for things and end up with a sheet of 
images that are pinned onto a board 
that are not yours. How do you take 
that and turn it into something that is 

John Czarnecki, editor in chief of Contract magazine

Rebecca Dorris StiegerPatrick Hayes, Creative Office Pavilion, Sherri Simko, Bernhardt, and Katie Michael, Nemo Tile
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your own, or take your own ideas and 
support them with examples that point 
to a design intent?”

As an editor for Contract Magazine, 
Mr Czarnecki looks at hundreds, if not 
thousands, of workplace interiors each 
year.

“I agree that there is a lot of same-
ness that I see from project to project,” 
he said. “This is not a statement on 
the profession, but there are a lot of 
similarities and things that look similar 
from firm to firm, not just within one 
firm. You realize it starts with that in-
spiration board, but at what point does 
the designer use his/her skills to get to 
the next level?” 

Indeed, this is one of the few quali-
ties that separate talented designers 
from average designers. 

“We need to have the gumption to 
stand up for what we think the design 
should be,” said Ms. Dorris Stieger. 
“There are a lot more design-savvy 
clients out there who come to us and 
say, ‘my brother-in-law works for so 
and so, and their office was really cool 
because it had this, so I think we need 
this on our project too.’”

The reality is that at the end of the day, 
design is a service-oriented business. 

“Very often,” said Mr. Benshetrit, 
“we get clients who ask us to copy 
something. Whether it is to specify a 
chair that they could pay half price 
for, or to say, ‘I saw a building, I love 
it, and I want mine to look exactly like 
that one.’ But the fact that we are in a 
service business does not mean that 
we do what our clients ask us to do.”

Service businesses, however, tend to 
rely on repeat customers. Fortunately, 
the more educated the customer, the 
better the conditions for the service 
provider. 

“There is much more going into the 
original,” said Mr. Grawe. “For example, 
the Eameses chose to work with Her-
man Miller, and we have made their de-
signs the same way from the beginning. 
In addition, Herman Miller produces 

furniture as sustainably as it can, with 
a quality that will last a lifetime, to say 
nothing of its approach to its workforce 
and community. It is easy to see that 
buying original designs supports a 
broader ecosystem, and a mindset that 
embraces environmental issues as well 
as originality and ethical issues.”

The Q&A discussion that followed 
indicated that this topic was emotional 
for a number of professionals in the 
audience. Their varied experience 
suggested even more reasons to avoid 
unoriginal design. 

“One of my clients purchased 
knockoff furniture years ago,” said 
one audience member. “Not only 
were the chairs specified for the 
incorrect application, but they were 
knockoffs. Within a couple of years, 
these chairs started failing in the field, 
spectacularly. Unfortunately, when 
something like that happens, the 
reputation of the chair itself and its 
original designer ends up suffering, 
not the manufacturer of the knockoff, 
and not the client who insisted on 
specifying that particular chair. 

Design professionals at the Herman Miller event

Real Emeco chairs would never perform this poorly
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Telltale signs of knockoff manufacturing
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Telltale signs of knockoff manufacturing
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“I came into this project in the 

middle of this insanity and asked the 
client representatives if they had ever 
sat on an original design of this chair. If 
they had, they would have known that 
the original does not tip over, it does 
not break when you sit on it, and it is 
extraordinarily comfortable. If you buy 
the original, you will find excellent ma-
terials and incredible longevity. I spent 
three years trying to not only educate 
my client, but educate the end users 
who ended up disparaging midcentury 
design because of the performance of 
this knockoff.”

Another audience member, who 
happened to be the owner of a small 
furniture company, noted, “Consumers 
used to think they were buying furni-
ture as an heirloom; they intended to 
pass it down to their children. You can 
blame the consumer today, but the 
world has changed dramatically.”

This panel discussion set the stage 
for future actions and industry possibili-
ties. Inevitable comparisons with how 
the fashion and music industries tack-
led these issues will further inform and 

enrich the dialogue. All of us should be 
thinking and practicing original design. 
But, as the panel and the audience par-
ticipation indicated, we do have to get 
below the obvious surface issues. n

John Czarnecki, Dror Benshreit and Rebecca Dorris Stieger strategize
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