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Heidar Sadeki of New York City-based 
Richardson Sadeki taps into his filmmaking 
background to build an oeuvre that tells 
strong narratives in spatial form.

Words Rebecca Lo

Photography courtesy Richardson Sadeki

Richardson Sadeki
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Bathhouse Mandalay Bay Las Vegas
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M
any bright and eager young things dream of making it big 
in Hollywood. There is something infinitely alluring about 
escaping from the daily grind by ducking into a cinema and 
getting lost in another world, even if it’s only for a couple 

of hours. The magic of Hollywood is much like the American Dream 
itself: anyone can become a movie star or create blockbuster hits. All it 
takes is talent, luck and a little stardust—or so it appears. For 18-year-
old Heidar Sadeki, freshly transplanted from Iran to the States, movie 
making’s appeal was strong. He immersed himself in seven years of film 
school and apprenticeships, studying at Purchase State College in White 
Plains, New York and then Mercer County Community College before 
working as an assistant cameraman. However, he soon discovered that 
the path to Hollywood was not paved in gold. 

“Only a small number of cinema students become filmmakers,” admits 
Sadeki, looking back on his youthful optimism. “The rest work in 
production, unless they are well connected to someone famous in 
Hollywood. I graduated from film school in my early 20s. The smallest 
budget for a movie is in the millions of US dollars. Not many producers 
are willing to trust a young filmmaker with that kind of cash. After 
working in the industry for a while, I became frustrated. I had absolutely 
no interest in architecture. But pedagogy interested me. I found it 
interesting that neither film nor architecture have doctorate programmes 
in the US. Both are quasi-academic disciplines and are similar—they are 
about how concepts are put together and how spaces are constructed. 
Schools of architecture tend to attract intellectuals, while schools 
of cinema attract people who are more adventurous. I’d had enough 
adventure by then. I wanted to do something more intellectual.” 

Sadeki credits Elizabeth Diller, the former director of graduate studies 
at Princeton University’s School of Architecture, for not only easing his 
acceptance into the programme but also for being his biggest influence 
while at school. “Liz worked on a lot of conceptual projects with nothing 
built at the time,” he recalls. “I, too, am attracted to conceptual work. 
Princeton is one of two schools in the US where you can get away without 
drawing a single line. It allowed a multidisciplinary approach. That gave 
the school a different aura.” 

While at Princeton, Sadeki became good friends with his future business 
partner: fellow grad student Clarissa Richardson. The latter had 
previously studied in London and practised architecture before going 
back to school to get her master degree. “I really liked her thesis: it was 
a motel in the Nevada desert designed for viewing UFOs,” he notes with 
a smile. “There was a window pointed at the sky so that guest could lie 
down in bed, look up and wait for UFOs to pass by. She was working off 
the prevalent pop culture.” 

Sadeki and Richardson formed their partnership straight out of school, and 
began to concentrate on interiors that tell narratives. They currently operate 
studios in Manhattan, Miami Beach and Hong Kong, with a fluctuating 
number of staff ranging from 11 to 20 people in all three cities. Two years 
ago, Richardson established a branding studio called One Tomato, which 
she heads, while Sadeki continues to concentrate on predominantly 
interior projects. Sometimes their jobs overlap and Richardson works on 
the branding aspect of an interior that Sadeki oversees, such as Lapis Spa 
in Miami Beach. Mostly though, they work on independent projects with a 
strong focus on residential and hospitality design. 

Mount Parker, Hong Kong



95
| 

LU
XU

RY
 P

RO
PE

RT
IE

S

I HAVE NO INTEREST IN PROJECTS THAT 
ARE ABOUT PROPORTION OR SCALE. I’M 

INTERESTED IN CULTURE

Mount Parker, Hong Kong
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Arezzo, Hong Kong 

Arezzo, Hong Kong 
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FOR ME, THE FIRST THING WHEN I DESIGN A 
SPACE IS TO DEVELOP ITS NARRATIVE

“I never worked for anyone before starting our firm,” says Sadeki. 
“That’s good and bad. We don’t give in to pre-established principles. 
But it also means that we’ve made every mistake in the book! I have 
no interest in projects that are about proportion or scale. I’m interested 
in culture. I don’t look at architecture magazines. I tend to get my 
inspiration from culture, including gossip columns. For me, the first thing 
when I design a space is to develop its narrative. Every space has it, 
and it’s very cinematic. I think of it like making a movie, except that the 
space has to be occupied, with a specific programme. It cannot be too 
conceptual. The second thing is that we spend a lot of time researching 
that programme, and compare it to programmes worldwide. Most, such 
as the Taikoo Place service apartment we recently completed for Swire 
Properties, have international precedents. We ask: how can we do 
something that will enhance the typology, yet be different—out of the 
box? The third element is how we bring an aura into the programme. I 
don’t know how to describe it with another word beside aura. The aura 
could be inspired by a novel or a piece of music, and it sets the feel and 
energy of the space.”

After working in destinations as varied as Asia, the Middle East and 
America, Sadeki feels that there are pluses and minuses when designing 
in different continents. “It’s challenging to work in the States due to the 
tight government regulations,” he explains. “In major American cities, 

construction costs are high and we have to compromise our design intent 
due to budgets. The exception is in Las Vegas, where we don’t have the 
same scrutiny. In the Middle East, we don’t have as many budgetary 
restraints but the fabrication is weak. We have to build elsewhere and 
ship things over there. This allows us to be more precise and depend less 
on the skill level of people on site. In Asia, there is not as much liberty 
with budgets but the workmanship is excellent and the labour is relatively 
inexpensive. I find greater China the best place for realising concepts 
and ideas. I lived in Hong Kong between 2009 and 2010, and we have 
been very active here since 2009. Through our projects, I’ve met many 
fabricators and manufacturers in southern China.”

For Sadeki, a dream project would be to design a hotel from its 
architectural shell right down to details such as the toilet paper and 
furnishings. He believes that this type of project could be financially 
viable if the destination becomes the brand, and it is rolled out in many 
locations. To recharge, he spends a lot of time in bookstores looking 
at art and fashion, or runs either outdoors or on a treadmill to clear his 
head. “There is very little distinction between my personal and work 
time,” he admits. “I travel a lot for work, but I will always take a few days 
off to go somewhere nearby and not work for awhile.” 

www.rsdnyc.com 

Spa at Yas Hotel, Abu Dhabi
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I FIND GREATER CHINA THE BEST PLACE FOR 
REALISING CONCEPTS AND IDEAS

Argenta, Hong Kong
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Argenta, Hong Kong

Argenta, Hong Kong



Boon's Residence, New York

Boon's Residence, New York
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www.rsdnyc.com 

Whitesands, Hong Kong

Boon's Residence, New York


