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TB
Determined
Todd Bracher politely takes 
the global design world by storm
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I met designer Todd Bracher for lunch on a bright, spring day at a café 
in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. He was immediately likeable: modest and 
funny, articulate and soft-spoken, with a warm, nervous smile. Sitting in 
the sun, we spoke at length about design, family, passion, his meteoric 
rise over the last few years and—oh, yes—his thoughts on his future as 
the newly announced creative director for Scandinavian luxury brand 
Georg Jensen. 

The New York native is probably best known as the 2008 Best New 
Designer at New York’s International Contemporary Furniture Fair 
(ICFF). He’s also the first American to design a Zanotta product—
the Freud sofa—and subsequent other Zanotta items (including my 
personal favorite, the TOD table). He’s served as design director for 
Tom Dixon and as Professor of Design at L’ESAD in Reims, France, in 
addition to designing pieces for Jaguar’s interior (furniture) division and 
Fritz Hansen, among others.  

When asked which designers he looks up to, Bracher responds, “I pay 
attention to it all.”  Which makes sense, given both his design sensibility 
and his history. Bracher’s career started off somewhat circuitously. A 
graduate of Pratt’s industrial design program—one of only a handful 
of schools offering the major in the early ’90s—Bracher was drawn 
to the combination of illustration and science. Soon after graduating, 
however, he realized industrial design wasn’t quite the right fit: “I was 
making spice racks, and that was a catastrophic thing. I realized, this isn’t 
what I want to do.” 

When a good friend introduced him to the Milan Furniture Fair, 
Bracher was instantly struck by the industry’s balance of capitalism and 
poetry. “I didn’t know there was this beautiful side to the business,” 
he recalls. “Conceptually, what do people want out of furniture? That’s 
how I fell in love with it. The poetry, the art and the technology of it, 
and how they all came together to be furniture.” 

A year later, he moved to Copenhagen to study at the Danish Design 
School on a prestigious Fulbright fellowship, with a focus on furniture 
design. “It was experimentation,” as well as an opportunity to “get an 
education in something that is not so strong in America, and come 
back with that knowledge and share it,” says Bracher.

It would be almost a decade before he returned to the U.S. In that 
time, Bracher worked in Copenhagen, Milan, Paris and London, collab-
orating with the best designers, manufacturers and clients in the indus-
try. The work kept him happy but far from his New York roots. In light 
of his 2007 return to the U.S., 34-year-old Bracher reflects, “It is a little 
bit of a culture shock to come back. … I was there [Europe] almost 
half of my adult life. … When you move away and you come back to 
where you started, it’s a strange thing.”  He now lives in Brooklyn with 
his fiancé (they’re to be married in October), working from his design 
studio in a converted warehouse in the Brooklyn Navy Yards. 

Speaking to the differences between American and European furniture 
design culture, he says, “It’s not that it’s better or worse; it’s just differ-
ent. … There is no production here. You have production in Europe…
so when you go making a chair, let’s say, you’re sitting with the owner 
of the company, and he says, ‘I like it, let’s do it,’ calls up a friend, shows 
up—it’s easy to go. Here, there are focus groups, there is marketing, VP, 
VP of VPs, and at the end of the day, it’s hard to keep the vision pure 
and simple for the kind of design that I do.”Le
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It’s not about the glamour anymore. It’s almost vulgar to use diamonds 
and glitz, you know? It’s really about pairing it down. I think we need 
that right now in America … back to the roots a little bit. I think we 
need to reevaluate.”

In approaching his new role with Danish company Georg Jensen, for 
whom he’s designed since 2004, Bracher’s vision is clear. Joining the 
likes of Arne Jacobsen, Henning Koppel and even Georg Jensen himself, 
Bracher wants to build on the company’s 100-plus-year reputation for 
quality craftsmanship and to define a future heritage for them, reposi-
tioning the brand as one of the few—if not the only—luxury lifestyle 
brands in Denmark. 

“Georg Jensen started in 1904 and was very progressive at that time. 
… Over the last some years, it has lost its progressiveness. It has 
become kind of a classic. … My goal is to really bring them back up 
to speed. They have this beautiful heritage. ... So, [I need] to somehow 
recommunicate that to their client base and future client base … and 
show that they really have this progressive language.” 

He goes on, “I know most people have two ways of designing: one is 
the European way when I need to, one is the American way when I 
need to, which is more just the business side:  You make this because 
it will turn this over for you. With the European side, you’re going to 
make this because you love it and it’s exciting and, in the end, you 
won’t make any money and neither will I, but it’s fun and they say it’s 
fine. … It’s more personal, I guess, is the bottom line.” 

The Yankees are a favorite Bracher analogy. “I would love to play for 
the Yankees, but … you can’t play for them in the Ukraine—it won’t 
work! You have to be here! So, for me, the top level of this specific, 
little one percent of the furniture industry that I love and that I am 
part of is abroad—it’s not here. Doesn’t mean there is no business 
here; it’s just different. And I like that other side more—that one per-
cent I find very interesting.” 

Given the state of the economy, both in the U.S. and abroad, Bracher 
does see an opportunity to level the design playing field. “Everyone 
knows no one has any money. That’s what suits my work right now. 
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Take, for example, the brand’s highly conceptual Vivianna watch. A 
simple face with an open bangle, the original version had a mirrored 
face and only an hour hand, providing just a rough estimate of the 
time and, thus, breaking the wearer free from the restraints of time, 
to really own her own time. 

Bracher’s in good company moving forward at Georg Jensen. Ulrik 
Garde Due, the new CEO (formerly with Burberry), is also deter-
mined to turn the Danish silversmith company into a true luxury 
lifestyle brand with an expansive product range, including everything 
from jewelry, to home goods, to flatware. It’s a huge opportunity 
for the two, both to cultivate the brand’s identity and to identify the 
designers of tomorrow.

At one point in our conversation, I asked Bracher’s opinion on the 
concepts of green design and luxury today. He shared his imaginings 
on the drive over to meet me, revealing a mind always at play and 
one able to apply a larger philosophical vision to both his own work 
and that of Georg Jensen.  

  

“I was in the car, and I was thinking of this brand that I want to start. … 
I didn’t know what it looked like or what we were selling, but [I came 
up with] product names. One was called ‘sync,’ one was called ‘green,’ 
one ‘luxury’—basically all of the words that everyone has beaten to 
death and don’t mean anything anymore, you know? … Like ‘green,’ it’s 
good, but nobody understands why. Or ‘luxury’:  You drive around and 
you see luxury condos and you’re like, that’s not luxury! It’s supposed 
to be a life experience. It’s a total package experience—not just tactile, 
material elements.”

“When you say ‘green’ and ‘sustainability’ … for me, it’s like, why would 
you bring anything onto the earth unless it needs to be there? It might 
be for physical reasons, it might be to make something better, it might 
be to make something more efficient, or more beautiful or pleasur-
able—that’s also valid. My work, specifically, is about reducing material 
to the least amount we can get away with in the objects, so it’s cost 
effective for production, essentially. I usually work with one, maybe two 
materials at the same time so that it’s easier to recycle. It’s built in. It’s 
not like something I applied to it. …  It’s just the way I work.”

“Why would you bring anything 
onto the earth unless it needs to 

be there?” —Todd Bracher
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Going back to Georg Jenson: “That’s the challenge. …They have 
$15,000 pieces, and they also have pieces [for] 100 euros. How do 
you expand this market in a non-vulgar way? To me, that’s kind of 
straightforward: make pieces that people love. It’s not about, look how 
expensive this bowl is. … To buy anything right now, you should be 
buying it because you really love it and you will keep it forever, or you 
want to give this gift to someone and it is really going to mean some-
thing. It’s something that helps you identify who you are and what you 
want to project. I think that is a little bit more ‘heirloom.’ ... Loyalty to 
the consumer—that’s what I think is fascinating right now.”

Simplicity is a tenet of Bracher’s work. He proposes bringing beauti-
ful, simple, raw and inexpensive materials to the Georg Jensen lineup, 
combining them with core materials, such as silver or metal, to make 
even more desirable, beautiful objects. The goal is not a particular 
price point, so much as it is supporting a specific lifestyle or state of 
mind.

To those critics who suggest that naming a foreigner the design lead 
at Georg Jensen is a questionable match, that it might take a native 
to really understand the Danish company’s history and identity, Garde 
Due has issued this statement: “The heritage is huge and the respon-
sibility is vast. Part of Todd’s training was here in Copenhagen, which, 
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mixed with his international experience, allows us to get an external 
point of view of Danish design with an internal understanding. For me, 
it is bringing in the right person who, in his soul, understands where 
Georg Jensen is coming from and who has the skills, the courage and 
the ability to bring Georg Jensen and Danish design into the next cen-
tury.  To me, Todd Bracher is that person.”

This is a testament to Bracher’s hard-earned reputation and conta-
gious passion. And thank goodness for passion; talent alone isn’t really 
a compelling story. Describing his love of design, Bracher identifies his 
connection to his recently deceased brother, who tragically passed 
away in a 2005 plane crash: 

“I remember as a kid we would [ask], ‘what do you want to do?’ And 
he would [say], ‘I want to fly planes! I want to fly the best planes and 
be the best possible pilot,’ which was apparently being a Navy pilot. So 
he goes through the whole thing and he becomes a Navy pilot. … We 
had exactly the same sort of passion. So, I understood exactly what he 
was going through—it was for his work. He understood exactly what 
I was doing because it wasn’t work, because he absolutely loved it and 
he wasn’t going to do anything else. It was interesting to see that sort 
of parallel between totally different industries, but it’s exactly the same 
feeling [I have] about going to work tomorrow. … I work 10 times 
harder than I should because I need to get it done right, [even] when I 
could have been home hanging out instead of killing myself for months, 
you know? … I don’t understand where that filter comes from, and 
why we work so hard to maintain that. Is that filter just like passion? I 
don’t know. But it’s something interesting. You work a thousand times 
harder than you need to, but you need to because it would be different 
if you didn’t have that filter…. that filter kind of makes it yours.”

With a coveted new title, new projects on the horizon and a wed-
ding round the corner, Bracher’s a happy man—but not one to stop 
dreaming. “I don’t want to be a guy who is making tables and chairs 
forever. I find it fun right now, but at some point, I will have exhausted 
what I wanted to learn.” 

Bracher recalls a story he read once about education, something from 
famed Italian designer Enzo Mari. A parent buys a child a toy. The child 

“Life is good; 
I just always want 

things better.” 

plays with it for a while, then casts it aside and never uses it again, and 
the parent is confused.  “[Mari] is a real philosopher … and [he says] 
that every toy that you give your child is for a specific reason. … They 
are going to use it to learn what they are supposed to from it, and 
then they don’t need it because they have learned it … I feel that is the 
same [for me].  I do a table—okay, I understand it. I could do a thou-
sand tables, but the challenge, then, is not as interesting. So, let’s design 
a fragrance now, let’s design interfaces—whatever. Let’s see where that 
goes because it’s new. That, to me, is what is really interesting. You learn 
about yourself and you educate yourself. I’m not really good at sitting 
down and reading books about stuff. I’d rather travel there and learn it 
and take it on. That is one of the things that really keeps me going.” 

Bracher has amassed an impressive tactile record of his own education, 
and his portfolio continues to grow in all the right directions. He’s built 
a reputation working with the world’s best manufacturers, combining 
his creative talents with their specialized skill sets. 

In addition to Georg Jensen, Bracher’s also now collaborating with 
legendary design house Cappellini. Describing Bracher’s work, Giulio 
Cappellini says, “The thing that most impressed me in Todd is his 
search for ‘formal lightness’ in his projects, and his constant references 
to nature and the human body. In his products you always find surprise, 
invention and proportion. They’re not created to last a trend; they’re 
projects to last forever. Todd is able to create products that we imme-
diately feel close to and that we love to have in our homes.” 

During 2009’s ICFF, Cappellini visited with Bracher. “It’s my business,” 
says Bracher.  “I choose what I want, and I want to work with people 
I like. We had a really good time just spending the day [together], and 
at the end he said to me, ‘It’s really fun to be with people that I really 
like.’ And I [thought], Yeah, that’s what it’s really all about, right? Just be 
with people you enjoy, sharing similar ideas. It seems pretty obvious 
to me.”

“So, life is good?” I asked. 

“When everything falls in place, it’s weird. … I don’t know. … Life is 
good; I just always want things better.”

Then, “When you say life is good, I see 10 years ahead and I’m like, Yeah, 
that’s pretty good. But if I look at it today, it’s great. That’s the thing I 
have a hard time with: being right here. I’m always the down-the-road 
guy. But if I look at it right now, it’s kind of amazing, it’s kind of perfect. 
I’m actually healthy, too, everything is great, everyone is healthy, great 
cat (laughs), we’re going to be married, clients are great, work is great, 
and it’s funny, you know, we’re talking about this stuff right now, and it’s 
great! Well, in 10 years, oh … Wait, no, we’re not even there yet!” 

Thank goodness! A decade is a long time, and we wouldn’t want to 
miss the ride. 
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