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RIGSBY

BY CAROL

EMEMBER WHEN ELEGANT SIMPLICITY

ruled the design industry with a velvet-gloved

hand? Remember when designers approached
writing as if it had meaning, as if the words would be
read, absorbed, even pondered over? Remember when the
idea, the big idea, mattered?

For a writer who bemoans the trend to disregard design
as communication, Lana Rigsby. founder of Rigsby Design,
is a dream interview. She cares about words. She cares
about the ideas they convey and the impact they have on
readers. And, lest you think this approach downplays the
visual element, one glance at the work of this four-year-
old Houston studio will
quickly dispel that notion.
In every piece, the message
is wrapped in visual and
tactile sensuousness. Whole
books are built around pro-
vocative photography. Even
surface textures are treated
with reverence.

To Lana Rigsby, design is
serious business. And with-
out doubt, it’s the business
of communication.

For Rigsby, that means
making sure the message is right; often it means working
closely with a company’s top brass to craft the idea, since
the CEO’s perspective represents strategically the high-
est vantage point in a corporation. Getting intimately
acquainted with a company from the top down is modus
operandi for Rigsby Design, a four-person firm specializ-
ing in annual reports, corporate communications and
corporate identity. “We tend to get very involved with
our clients,” Lana says. “We know the announcements
they're going to make, we follow the stock, we talk to
analysts and even competitors. Design is the last five
percent of what we do: the understanding part is the first
ninety-five percent.”

The firm’s client relationships are as well-crafted as the
corporate message. “Companies want a design firm that
makes that client relationship a big priority. We want
that, too. We want clients that will put a priority on our
work together. So we really do a lot of sizing up.”

How does a small design team possess the nerve to size
up multi-billion dollar corporations? It helps to have a
conviction of one’s professional value. “Corporations really
don’t always understand what design can do. You have to
have a very clear understanding of what you bring to the
party and be able to communicate that convincingly.” It
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also helps to have outstanding training. Rigsby perfected
her craft with nearly ten years tenure at Lowell Williams
Design, and she speaks of her former associate with
obvious regard. “He’s simply the smartest person about
this business I've ever met.” No doubt his sense of the
value of design made a big impact on his protégé.

It’s an impression Rigsby has taken to heart, pursuing
such high-profile clients as The Earth Technology Corpora-
tion, Simpson Paper Company and The Zoological Society
of Houston, then designing communication materials for
them that spotlighted both the clients and the firm. Winning
in the Mead Annual Report Show three years running (and
next year’s conference chair),
generating two of the top
ten U.S. annuals in Graphis
Annual Reports, and having
work not only honored in
every major design compe-
tition, but included in the
Smithsonian Institution’s
permanent collection, Rigsby
shows no signs of allowing
that spotlight to dim.

At the same time, she is
quick to share recognition
with the firm’s other design-
ers, Troy S. Ford and Michael Thede. The structure of
the small but intense design team is deliberate. “We've
kept the firm relatively small, and I think there’s enormous
energy in that. Big corporations have deconstructed less
because of the economy than because new ways of working
have made it the smartest way to go. The emphasis is no
longer on the sheer manpower a design firm can bring to
the project; thanks to technology. that’s just not a factor
anymore. The focus now is on speed, responsiveness, cre-
ativity; all the things that make a Porsche more fun to drive
than a school bus.”

Caption information supplied by Lana Rigsby, who was art director for all
projects shown

From left to right: Michael Thede, Lana Rigsby. Troy S. Ford

Right: “The Earth Technology Corporation is an environmental consulting
firm providing a diversity of technically and legally complex services to
business and government. An extensive design program reflects CEQ Diane
Creel’s commitment to excellent communications as a way to make the firm
‘stand out’ in a crowded marketplace. Elemental images underscore the
fundamental nature of the company's business; writing is direct and
unsentimental throughout the program. The 1993 annual report tells an
extraordinary story; the stock value roughly tripled within the year.” Lana
Rigsby/Troy S. Ford, designers; JoAnn Stane, writer; Gary Faye, photographer
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RIGSBY DESIGN
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While the design aesthetic driving the firm
is certainly Rigsby’s, she says, “Everything
we do is the product of a team. Collaboration
is central to our way of working.” Collabora-
tion with clients. as well as photographers,
writers and printers. Because a high level of
trust is paramount to such close teamwork,
relationships tend to be well established,
although hardly prone to complacency.

JoAnn Stone, a writer with whom Lana has
collaborated for years, says, “She expects you
to come to the table with input.” And input
can come from many sources. In creating
“The Nature of Intolerance,” a promotional
piece designed for Fox River Paper Company,
JoAnn suggested the photographic cover
needed a title: photographer Gary Faye
wrote it.

Photography is a noticeably important aspect
of the Rigsby design strategy: not only is it
a carrier of the message, but a means to
raise communication to a high artistic plane.
After all, if you're going to persuade people
to pay attention to your message, you'd better
capture their attention. Haunting, stark images
and lean, unaffected design can be excellent
tools to that end. Once content is established,
Rigsby gives the photographer a lot of cre-
ative freedom. In fact, the final design work
is done not before the photography takes
place, but after. Rather than shooting to fit a
box on a thumbnail, according to Lana, “We'll
all agree on the intent: then we do the photo-
graphy and build the book around it. All the
photographers have to worry about is getting
a great shot.”

A simple idea. But simplicity is out of vogue
in many design circles. A case in point is
paper promotions, whose audience (ostensibly
designers) might be expected to hold the
work to the highest possible standards. To
Rigsby that means real content, clearly artic-
ulated. Instead, she notes, they often degen-
erate into “meaningless frolic, or they're so
crammed full of technical complexity that
they forget to have a point.

“We're still talking about technology as though
the ‘revolution” is all about how designed
things look, or how much easier production is.
Well, OK. but I think the future lies in how
we use it to make work that’s richer, better
informed, more relevant in the real world.”

For now. Rigsby Design will continue design-
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ing from the premise that the work the firm
produces is in fact read, contemplated and
acted upon. At the core of that work will be
a persuasive message and in its thoughtful
presentation, from the dramatic imagery to
the sensuous texture, will be an enduring
impression.

Even as the firm moves into more technologi-
cally sophisticated design media, it's a safe
bet that the Rigsby Design dictum of spare
structure and an economy of adornment will
still apply. The approach is the natural result
of taking one’s role as designer very seriously.
It's not a job for the faint of heart. As Lana
says, “It might be much easier to play design
waitress.” Bul to position yourself as a
resource for structuring the public face of a
corporation—that takes guts. Something she
has plenty of. “You're really responsible for
something that’s a whole lot bigger than colors
or politics.” The end product therefore must
be something larger than a collection of words
and pictures.

According to writer Stone, because of
Rigsby's cerebral approach, “The products
tend to have a life.” From all appearances,
intelligent life.

Name/logo/mark for First Step, a company providing com-
puter enrichment classes to day-care and nursery school
children as young as age two. “"We came up with the name
for this start-up company, which coincidentally was among
our very first clients.” Lana Rigsby, designer/illustrator.

Mark for Bloodstone Pictures, a film production company.
Michael Thede, designer; Troy S. Ford, illustrator

Logo for residential landscape architect George Hederhorst
Lana Rigsby/Troy S. Ford, designers; Tom McNeff, illustrator

Right: "0. Henry One Dozen Stories, is the sixth in a series
of limited edition classics produced by/for Heritage Press
chairman Bob Downs, sent each year at Christmas to the
firm's friends and associates. In a series of elegant, sur-
realistic photographs by Geof Kern, 0. Henry, who began
to write his stories from prison at the turn-of-the-century,
is pictured imagining himself traveling the country. Words
from the stories are configured to playfully illustrate the
ideas they express.” Lana Rigsby/Michael Thede/Troy S
Ford, designers/illustrators; JoAnn Stone, writer; Robert
J. Downs, Jr., series director. 774" x 7°; 98 pages; edition
of 1,000.
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RiGSBY DESIGN

This page: Contemporary Arts Museum catalog

Texas Between Two Worlds documents an exhibition of
contemporary Texas artists. The thematic exhibit
focuses on ‘looking at that which is real, but difficult to
actually see.’ The solar eclipse is a visual metaphor for
passing ‘between two worlds'—a moment that can only
be viewed indirectly (as through a pinhole in paper).”
Lana Rigsby/Troy S. Ford, designers; Peter Doroshenko,
writer; Troy S. Ford, illustrator; Chris Shinn/Lynn
Girouard, photographers. 8% x 12%; 96 pages.

Right: The Zoological Saciety of Houston 1982 Annual
Report and 25th Anniversary Review. "This report
reviews the society’s accomplishments within a larger
context of the 25-year-old wildlife conservation
movement. lllustrated capital letters tell the story on
a micro-scale, and Arthur Meyerson's ‘executive
portraits’ of the animals form the visual centerpiece
of the book.” Lana Rigsby/Troy S. Ford, designers;
Nancy D. Williams, project director; Steve Barnhill/
Melissa Landrum, writers; Andy Dearwater, illustrator
9% x 11%; hand-sewn with Japanese paper wrapper.
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Zoos also provid ||w.11u:|hle information and support
for conservatio rts and @ es. The Houston Zoo

and reptiles.

\1 the Houston Zoo and most modern z
g empl on animal conser
r animal environments. Natural habitat
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llow the visitor total
e new habi

Sin ), ms
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ardens. A new display for sea lions has
led. A two-acre complex of outdoor habitats for
primates will be completed in 1993.

Construction of such extensive and high-quality
ort and educational
Id be impossible at the Houston Zoolo,
s without the commitment of the Zoological
Society of Houston.
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