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it’s 1991 and austrian graphic designer 
Stefan Sagmeister is toiling in a Taikoo Shing 
office tower for the Leo Burnett agency. The 
clock hits 3am and the cycle repeats: another 
night with a mere four hours’ sleep, then 
he’s back at his desk, bleary eyes glued to the 
computer screen. 

Fast-forward to the present day and 
Sagmeister is on sabbatical in Bali absorbed 
in a much different routine. He’s waking up 
at 5am to meditate, spending time by the pool 
and making a documentary about happiness. 
Clearly, his priorities have changed.

“I was unbelievably worried in Hong Kong 
working 16-hour days,” he says. “I took 
everything very, very seriously. But now, 
not at all.” Towering at 196cm, Sagmeister is 
pale-faced with a shock of black hair. I find 
him sitting in a small cafe facing the harbour 
when he is in town for the Semi-Permanent 
conference. He wears a fitted grey suit with a 
printed purple shirt. An engraved briefcase 
rests on the chair next to him and his sleek, 
sharp-toed shoes are visible under the table. 
Betraying no sign of island life, he fits the bill 
of a stylish New Yorker.

Described as the “Johnny Depp of the design 

world,” Sagmeister runs a thriving design 
studio in Manhattan. Over the years he’s 
forged a reputation as a maverick designer, 
designing album covers for the likes of The 
Rolling Stones, Talking Heads and Aerosmith. 
In 1999 Sagmeister famously handed his intern 
a knife and instructed him to cut text into his 
torso for an American Institute of Graphic 
Arts poster. In 2000 he wrote a list titled Things 
I Have Learned in My Life So Far and began 
spelling out his epiphanies in public spaces 
across the world. These included “Trying to 
look good limits my life” and “Complaining is 
silly. Either act or forget.” Using quirky objects 
such as 10-metre-high inflatable monkeys, 
wire coat hangers and spare change, he 
inscribed the messages on a massive scale for 
various clients.

Lately, however, it’s not his unorthodox 
designs that are making headlines, it’s 
his lifestyle. The 48-year-old designer has 
become something of a poster boy for taking 
time off. Since 2000, he’s made it a habit to 
close his studio for extended sabbaticals to 
escape the daily grind of New York. “I found 
that I was repeating myself within that world 
of the music business and there was an 

element of being burned out,” he says in his 
deep Austrian accent.

“When my mentor Tibor Kalman died, it 
just brought the whole thing home. I realised 
how short life was, particularly my ‘designy’ 
life and…” Before he finishes his sentence, 
a man walks up to the table and interrupts. 
Apologising quickly, he implores, “May I 
join? I want to learn.” Sagmeister obliges 
with a polite smile. 

He gestures to a chair for his newfound fan, 
continuing that it wasn’t easy to break out 
of the rat race for an entire year. “I had two 
fears,” he confesses. “First, that everybody 
will think it’s unprofessional to close the 
studio at the height of the boom, and second, 
that everybody in New York will forget us.”

Neither fear materialised. Instead, 
Sagmeister got more press for not working 
than he ever did for working. The first 
sabbatical only cemented his near-mythic 
status as a design star. In the years following, 
clients started giving him carte blanche on 
projects (hence Things I Have Learned in My 
Life So Far). After that, he vowed to drop off 
the map every seven years.  

His logic was simple: Instead of having 

15 years of retirement later in life, why not 
insert mini-retirements into the span of a 
40-year career? Sagmeister jokes that his 
sabbaticals are good “training” for when he 
actually retires. “They are an unbelievable 
amount of fun, and the work that I do in 
these in-between years goes back into the 
studio later and therefore into society, rather 
than just benefiting a grandchild or two.”

Judging by his wildly creative output, the 
theory seems sound. Sagmeister is rarely at 
a loss for ideas. He says one of his favourite 
strategies for inspiration is to examine 
random objects.

“So let’s say I want to design a new coffee 
cup; I could start with your hair,” he says, 
reaching over and clutching a few strands. 
“So your hair falls like this,” he gestures. “I 
could try creating a falling piece of material 
instead of a solid lid. Maybe there is a 
possibility to have a magnet.”

In two minutes, he describes what I imagine 
to be a metal coffee cup with an amorphous 
cloth-like lid held in place with magnets. “I’m 
not sure if that’s brilliant, but it’s not bad,” he 
decides. “The random object is a technique to 
throw the mind off kilter to start somewhere it 
normally wouldn’t want to start.”

When I ask if the sabbatical is another 
method to shift the mind, he nods. “It’s the 
best idea I found to make sure that my work 
remains a calling and not just a job.”

Indeed, Sagmeister has been passionate 
about his profession since his days shackled 
to that desk in Taikoo Shing. Throughout 
his career, he has been preoccupied with the 
question: is it possible to design something to 
make people happy? In 2007 he gave a TED 
(Technology, Entertainment, Design) talk 
explaining the power of design to bring a smile 
to people’s faces. He also cited the happiest 
moments of his life as involving design. 

This time round in Bali, Sagmeister 
decided to push the idea further. “I started to 
think of the essence of things and I realised 
almost everything that we humans do is 
geared towards what makes us happier,” he 
says, becoming increasingly impassioned.

Feeling that it wasn’t enough to plough 
a handful of happy design ideas back into 
society, he began reading voraciously 
about happiness and decided to make a 
documentary. “I read a good number of 
books by psychologists and I discovered 
that I was more influenced by their personal 
experience than their studies, so I thought 
I’d make a film on my own happiness 
because there I am an expert.”

Sagmeister was particularly inspired by 
the psychologist Jonathan Haidt, a professor 
at the University of Virginia. According to 
Haidt, there are three effective methods to 
boost happiness and wellbeing: meditation, 
therapy and medication.

“I like his approach because it seems so 
non-ideological,” says Sagmeister. “Normally 
there’s the ‘new-agey’ group who love the 
meditation, and then there’s the hard-core 
pharmaceutical group who love the drugs 
like SSRIs [anti-depressants]. Jonathan 
considers both.”

Convinced by Haidt’s writings, Sagmeister 
decided to surrender his body to all three 
methods. His aim? To see if it’s possible to train 
his mind to arrive at a higher level of well-being.
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Sagmeister, who always wanted to be 
a filmmaker, eagerly started work on The 
Happy Film. He began by visiting Haidt in 
Virginia to do MRI and EEG scans and fill 
out questionnaires to measure his level of 
happiness before flying to Bali to meditate. 
Haidt is so convinced by the scientific value 
of meditation that he instructs students to 
meditate as part of the curriculum.

In Bali, Sagmeister began a three-month 
regime. He meditates for 45 minutes every 
day at 5am and again before going to bed. 
He’s also interviewed respected meditators 
such as Pak Merta, with whom he attended 
a silence retreat, and Ketut Liyer, who 
appeared in the film Eat Pray Love. When 
he returns to New York, Sagmeister will 
conduct tests on the effects of the meditation 
on his happiness. 

After a month-long break, he’ll clear his 
head to begin the next cycle of the film: 
three months of cognitive behavioural 
therapy, during which he intends to learn to 
restructure his thought patterns. Following 
another set of tests and a one-month hiatus, 
Sagmeister will begin the most extreme 
phases: three months of ingesting intense 
psychotropic drugs.

“I will ask the psychiatrist to prescribe 
everything they can think of to push my life 
to the max.” Is he afraid? “No, why would I 
be? If I have side effects, I will make notes 
about it.”

Sagmeister is also experimenting with a 
different sabbatical schedule. Rather than 
taking a year off every seven years, he plans 
to take three-month sojourns every year. 
The secret to this exercise? “I think proper 
planning, that’s about it,” he says almost 
offhandedly. But surely it’s not that simple. He 
flashes a smile and his reply says it all: “These 
are self-imposed anxieties, not real ones.” 

I realised that almost 
everything that we humans do 
is geared towards what makes 

us happier 


