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Shashi Caan discusses her journey through the world of design. = Interview by Kemp Harr
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or Shashi Caan, design is an

intellectual pursurt, not just a

process of coordinating textiles
and finishes. Her life and her work inform
one another, starting from her earliest years
when she would accompany her architect
father to job sites.
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Caa in India and eamied master’s degrees-in
both architectiore and industrial design. In 2002, after woark-
ing for several years ‘with major firms; she founded The
Collective in MNew York and later expanded jnte Great
Britain with The Collective UK She has served &s the
president of the Intermational Federation of Interior

Architects/Designers

(IF) since Movember 2009 and has
worked extensively.on |F Design Frontiers: Interiors Entity;
an effort that surveyed designers and- architects from 88
countries to develop a
i the IF

¢ awaltimg the release of her first book

consensus about the profession. it
resulted
mioRth

Rethink

nieriors Reclaration, unyeiled last
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Q: How did you end up choosing interior architec-
ture as your career passion?
Az | come from a family of architects on my father's side of
the family and doctors on my
father favored medicine as 3 profession for me, my
memores with him were viewing bl
ing-architeciure. As = child'| loved poing o constriction
s with 'y father. Duning these field trips, | would always
imagine the lives and interactions of the occupants. | won-
dered what those walls had witnessed, i only walls could
talk™ @z the saying goes, Fascinated with people and the hu-
man capacity to dream and manifest our physical vwordd,
s naturally led me 1o explore my innate passion for ar-

chitecture and intenors.
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Shashi Caan.

Q: | see that you have guite an extensive collection
of education credentials. Talk a little about how
your education has helped shape your talent.

A: | love people-waiching and trying io fathom the chojces
and decisions of individuals. [t fascinates-me that each of

our ordinary choices helps to shape and define our time
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have always desired 1o understand
this rore deeply. Early on, | made the decision 1o goioan
schiool in erder to learn about our waorld: through wisual
means. | sought to understand self through cuftural differ

ences and smilarities. At a more detalled level, | became

sooety and culture:

academically intrgued with the humah sérses, our psychol-
ogy and physiology as shaped by the combination of our
natural and built epvironment. This led me to study art,
design and architecturs

My vaned education was a by-product of there being no
single educational path for the knowledge and uncersianding |
sought, which was that of the comorehensive design artenia
that shapes himan behavion: This knowledge does not exastin
any single discipline.. By studying industnal design, | explored
hiuman scale. in amchitecture, | understood the gigantic and our
responshility for the cvic—ihis after building 2 visual vocabu-
lary of design and human perception dunng my fine ars train-
ing at Edinburgh Coliege of Art Today, | know that | have a
veryspedfic optic on-design, which rémains my LUnigue coni-
bution and offening to socety

Q: Tell me about the first jobs you had in the interi-
ors business. Who gave you your first chance, and
how did that help shape you?

Az My fst project was 1o design’ 3 small hairdressing szlon
right: after gradudting with my BEA from the Edinburgh
College of Art in Edinburgh. Scotland. VWhile | loved that proj-
ect and-leamed that | had a lot 1o leam about constrection,
structures and design in general, | also-learned that | emjoyed
shapmng the epvronment to support commerce as well as
abouti the complexity of factor= reguired to shape human be-
hawar. While the overall zesthetic considerations wersdn m

nate byproduct of the design conpcept, the consderation of
rere. decoration was superficial to me. | realized that my m

ierest was far from shopping fon omamental objects and arb

facts but in making a substantial difference to places and
pecple through and by desgn.

Q: Who played a key role in making you who you are!?
Az My nole models mom recent histony are Coco Chanel and

nais Min, Both women dared to be courageous and to stand
Lip for their beliefs and their personal interest against soceial
constraint. Both accomplished greatness through seff-inter-
prefation and the exprassion of their Unique Talent. Both were
smiatt, talented and mntellgent and gameted suocess thiough
self-expressian

As a volng designer in Pew Yok City in the early [9%0s, |
was inspired by Margo Grant, Teday, | am inspired by a myrad
of multidisciplinary tzlents. Conlemporary architacts, desan-
ers, artists, anthropologists, philosophers, theonsts and
firms—toon mamy to menton—all help me shape my thinking
and fostermy leaming and growth

Q: Talk about the career growth that led to your
current position as owner of the Shashi Caan
Collective and president of The International
Federation of Interior Architects/iDesigners (IFI).
A: After praduating with my first masters {industnal design}
from Pratt, | started 1o teach m the gradiiate program there.
wias working at Swanke Hayden Connell Architects on Park
Avenue in Manhattan . and was invited 1o serve on the board
of the United Nations Assocstions. | was sbolt 26 years old
and engrossed with how each diverse acivity dovetailed so
magnificently inio the other, These three aciivities—ihe prac-
tice: of architecure and design, its educationfresearch and
professional volunteer work—have remained my comer-
stones of activity throughout my life

After SHCA, | joined Gensler Architects and then was re-
cruited by Skidmare Chwings and Memil. Each firm coniributed
o my encmmobus growth and expansion In each actraty, | con-
tmued to gain preater expenence and responsibility, culminating
tn iy expenence as chair of the intenors program at Harsons,
design director at SCH and now as the president of IFL

The Collective, my fim, was 2 matural nexd step wiech com-
bines an innovative business sinuchae (modeled after the film in-
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Q: How do you balance your time between your vol-
unteer work, your pursuit of continuing education
and your professional endeavors?

Az This guestion always surprises me, sines
ANCed GC II.|‘.¢ all th ovie 10

it
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Q: You have just spent an enormous amount of
time gathering consensus on the true role of inte-
rior design as a profession. Why do you think this
needed to be clarified?

Az With 958 of

me that we are often

fe happening in some form of anins T stuns
superhiceal with our built environmenitc
L reguired o be
el more enously defined as an intellectual purswt.

clice. the intenior re-

mEnors are our fundamental shelter and, 2
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ether (rom-some B8 nations) to expl

agree 1o a set of citena, which s distinctive and very apt for
wity this design
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Q: How do you balance your personal life and your
l:areer7
: For me; thers s nothing: more enjoyable than having a
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and informs miy design work and thinking. /

separation for [V WTLNY "'“|;r' personal o
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sional life. My

P
personal |ife and my caresr are in balance because they are

one and the samie: a pursuit of making o' life

rnprovements

and a-search Tr: that wiech allows people to ve gpuimally in

integrated and supportive communities
Q: Do you think it's easier for a man to lead change
than a woman in today’s sacieb_.r?
A: While | think that we still ve
| believe this is repidiy

1 male gominatied socety,
changing 'r' oL
overiaps of finanoal, emaronr
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are, as-a species, challe
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thinking into action fo solve some of the greatest
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hallenges ever faced by huemans, We dre 3
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Q: What motivated you to write your upcoming
book, Rethinking Design and Interiors?

Az As 2 matter of fact, il was the pub isherwhao approached me
nions an
wionderful cpportu-
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| thought it was imporant 10 address a num-
s pertgining to people in the built environment.
book & somewhat provocative and Is zlso 2 reflection of

my life’s ax considerthat the content poses

perience and work

4% many -questions as it ¢

answers and | hope it w

thin themseles and the in-
dustry that is of their indwvidual resonan "-"f:' have mudh to
ponder and improve. | hope the book will help to foster further

of essential and importar

yourgsr designers to find an area w
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