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The yachts featured in the preceding pages all have their own charms and unique styles, but who is it that creates
such magnificent structures? In the first of a new series that goes behind the scenes of the superyacht industry,
Elite Traveler Superyachts talks to world-famous yacht designer Espen Oeino.

Espen Oeino’s yacht design
studio is based in Monaco,
overlooking Port Hercule
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Elite Traveler Superyachts: Out
of all the incredible yachts you’ve
designed, which one do you consider
your breakthrough and which is
your favorite?

Sometimes this works and sometimes it doesn’t,

Espen Oeino: I’d say that there are actually two.

for the sake of intellectual stimulus and creativity,

Skat was the first one, because she was quite

or resolving technical issues, than for pitching to

different from what people were used to. I’m happy

clients or yards.

but it’s important not to leave any stone unturned.
We hardly ever pitch a project based on our ideas
alone. I still think of new designs and concepts—
and they pile up in my drawers—but that’s more

that she still looks very modern ten years later. The

more relevant as a concept, now that reducing the

What do you think are the key criteria
prompting clients or yards to choose
you and your team seemingly more
and more often?

impact on our environment has become such an

It’s a question of having the right chemistry

important issue. As for my favorite one, I like them

between all parties. But whether it is yards,

all, as each has her own special character, even if

brokers or clients, they generally know what we

some do seem to have an overall similar shape.

can do or won’t do, and how we’ll do it. If it fits

second one is Silver, somewhat for similar reasons.
Besides her special, streamlined look, Silver is
also a very efficient yacht, which makes her even

their views, we may work together. If it doesn’t,

How does the process of yacht design
work? Are you mostly approached by
the yards, the clients or the brokers,
or do you pitch some projects and
ideas like an architect would do for
a building project?

they’ll work with someone else.

It can be anything and everything. Sometimes a

clients are not sure of what they want, we help

yard has been approached by a client who knows he

them analyse and formulate, both verbally and

wants to build, say, a Lürssen. Then the yard gives us,

visually, what they’re aiming to achieve. To me,

and other studios, a brief. Then we pitch and hopefully

it is essential that the naval architecture and

get the contract. Sometimes a broker, on behalf of his

exterior design of a bespoke yacht should match

or her client, approaches us knowing we’re the most

such desires, rather than put forward my “style”

capable of matching their client’s expectations.

to a number of yachts.

Sometimes a client who’s “shopping around” for their

When I look at the yachts we’ve worked on, I’m

next build will get in touch, so we discuss the ideas

pleased to see that there is no Espen Oeino style

and take it from there.

or visual sort of trademark to any of them. My work

I tend to think that what makes a difference is our
capacity to listen to the clients, their expectations
and desires, so that we can provide them with
the right answers. And when, as often happens,

Espen Oeino
Born in Norway, Espen Oeino’s family has been
dealing with boats for a long time. Considering his
family background and nationality, it could be said
that he was destined to become a wooden sailing
boat builder or a cruise ship designer instead, rather
than a steel mega-motoryacht naval architect. But
today, Espen Oeino’s studio is one of the most
successful in the industry.
As a youngster, Espen admired the work of Jan
Herman Linge, a Norwegian naval architect who had
designed 25-27-foot sailing racing boats, such as the
Soling and the Yingling
Yingling, in the 1960s. Sailing on the
beautiful yachts inspired Oeino to become a naval
architect for sailing yachts. Following his baccalauréat,
he began his naval architecture studies, but, because

Credit: Lürssen Yachts

of a girlfriend, he chanced upon a summer in Antibes.
This was his first encounter with the Mediterranean
and with yachts, and in particular Acajou
Acajou, built by the
late Jon Bannenberg in 1983 at Chantier de l’Esterel.
It was love at first sight.
With yacht design in mind, Espen wanted to go to the
Beaux-Arts, but didn’t as his parents insisted that he
carry on with naval architecture. Seen from Norway,
the idea that there could even be a burgeoning
superyacht industry seemed like a very remote
possibility. So, Espen continued naval architecture and
is grateful for his parents’ influence. He then won an
internship with the yacht designer Martin Francis in
Antibes where the first project he ended up working
on was Eco, which launched in 1991. An amazing
yacht and an amazing chance for Oeino that opened a
The 275’7/84m Oeino-designed Valerie
motoryacht was launched in 2011

new realm of possibilities. The rest is history.
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Oeino designed the 240’5/73.3m yacht Silver to meet environmentally conscious goals

is behind the scenes and maybe that’s what clients

project Victory was the first one in 2009, hence

our inspirations from a number of influences, or

appreciate the most. They certainly also like the

her internal code number 0901. Out of the 50 or

maybe I’ve been influenced by my years at the

fact that my naval architecture background allows

60 enquiries we get every year, generally there

Beaux-Arts to think this way. I’ve also learnt there

me to undertake large yacht projects in confidence,

are only about ten to 15 that are really serious and

that it’s what we do with such heritage that’s

as these are real vessels with seriously complex

could lead somewhere. Around five may turn into a

important—how we nurture it and make use of that

navigation matters to be dealt with—or maybe it’s

contract whether the yacht is actually built or not.

fertile soil from which we can grow our own crops.

You were trained with Martin Francis,
but who do you see as your Master?

What is the difference between naval
architecture and exterior styling?

I like the ambivalence of your question, yet I see

This is a tricky question. In Latin countries, such as

also because I still draw all the projects by hand.

What is your success ratio—meaning
how often do you get contracted when
approached for a new yacht design?

Martin not only as the one who trained me, but

France, there seems to be an important difference

We have a simple, but efficient, system in our

also as a Master, especially because he’s self-

between what the naval architect does and what

studio. The first enquiry for the year is given the

taught. However, there are indeed many other

the exterior designer is meant to do. Whilst the

two digits of the year plus a two-digit number that

Masters with prominent influence on the way I

former is seen as the marine engineering, technical

starts with 01. For example, the enquiry for 140m

approach things. At the end of the day, we all draw

side of things for the hull and superstructure,
the latter deals with the look of the yacht. For us

The 239’9/70.7m Skat still looks modern despite being ten years old

Scandinavians, or for the Germans, Dutch and
British, the two are more closely linked. Maybe
it’s because of my background, but I find it hard
to differentiate the two aspects. To me, form
follows function and it’s hard to envisage a shape
separately from what is to be achieved once on
water—and maybe especially on water since, for
example, the environment is not stable like a road.

What non-Espen Oeino yachts do
you see as ground-breaking in
design—and why?
You mean exterior design or naval architecture?
Jon Bannenberg’s yachts generally, and any yacht
that tries to improve hull efficiency—and therefore
fuel consumption—without compromising on
seaworthiness and comfort.
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What do you think is going to be the
direction of yacht design in the years
to come?

Below and bottom: Espen Oeino
celebrates the launch of Silver

It derives from what I’ve just said. To me the
best designs are those that can find the perfect
balance between the technical constraints of
seaworthiness and the increasing complexity
of technical requirements with spatial needs. A
balance between technical space, owner’s space,
living space, space for guests, space for crew,
storage space and for long stays must be found
whilst preserving some sort of balance between
the length, beam and height of the yacht.
I think this is where we’re going, generally. There
won’t necessarily be yachts with looks that are
really off the beaten track, as we’ve seen during
the recent years of fast growth when there was

Exterior design may therefore show a return

You’re designing larger and larger
yachts; what are the advantages
and difficulties of working on such
great undertakings?

to some form of modernised classic look, with

Whilst it may seem exciting to be designing larger

How were you affected by the
recession?

a stronger slant on technological innovation

yachts, the main difficulty is in the number of

We were fortunate to have ten projects under way,

and sustainability—with the protection of the

people involved. The decision-making process is

already contracted or in build. We were probably

environment in mind. But, for the sake of creativity,

more complex, the level of control required to

less affected than many and able to ride through

I also hope that there are still going to be some

ensure smooth progress is daunting, even more

the storm. Everything halted in October 2008, and

extreme designs put together. This is what many

so as the yachts are becoming more and more

2009 was a “black year” until the 140m Victory in

younger designers have embarked upon, and that’s

complex technically. The amount of time and work

December 2009. That’s 14 months without a new

good. Not all new concepts are actually achievable,

required on a 140m yacht is not twice as much as

project signed and far fewer enquiries than ever

but that doesn’t really matter.

on a 70m, but three times, and that’s not just for

before. We had some payment delays, and a couple

a stronger need to differentiate looks. When it
happens it will be because there’s a real connection
between looks and the yacht’s functionalities.

our part of the job. As a result, the larger the yacht,
the more exponential the cost and price.
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The 223’5/68m Hermitage design incorporates sharp and modern exterior lines

of yachts changed ownership whilst in build, but at

Given the timeline and size of the projects in our

moving from a 50m yacht to over 60m. Suddenly,

least we didn’t have any cancellations.

industry, cash flow can rapidly become an issue, even

you no longer have 12 crew members, which

if you have a few projects under way,

remains a manageable size, but 18 to 20, or more,

a stable business and a portfolio of clients.

and this is when relationships in the workplace

How did you fight your way through
it? And what do you think are the
golden rules of a good yacht design
business, both in good and bad times?

become more complex. Our size means we remain
a small group with team spirit, something you

We have reached some sort of critical mass. With

How many team members do you
work with? And what makes your
team unique?

enough projects to work on at any one time, we were

The team comprises 15 members. During recent

losing passion and dedication. Retrospectively,

less affected than studios with only a few projects,

years of growth, I could have easily doubled or

I’m glad I didn’t aim at growing the team bigger,

where losing one can result in a sudden big drop

tripled the number of staff as the workload kept

else we would have faced tougher times when

in turnover. A good number of projects also means

increasing. But I preferred to stick to that level

things started going down at the end of 2008.

better and continuous cash flow, which is essential.

as I find it ideal. To me it’s a threshold, a little like

Our team is international and a cross-section of

tend to lose when you grow bigger. The rat race
takes over when you grow big and you also risk

The 414’/126.2m Octopus is one of Oeino’s larger projects
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Monaco attracts yacht owners for its relaxed and sociable atmosphere

various professional yachting activities. It includes

so fast that we can imagine them coming to

the products and build their own. With a growing

engineers, designers, a captain—all with different

yachting fast too—or not. Even if the Chinese like

domestic market, I don’t see why they shouldn’t.

backgrounds and experiences, yet with a shared

to display their wealth, there is no yachting culture

However, wherever yachting develops, there is also

passion for the yachts and their jobs.

there, and the history of yachting has shown that

a need to create the relevant infrastructures.

cultural aspects are essential.

Do you feel more like an entrepreneur
nowadays or are you still a designer
first and foremost?
I must have something of an entrepreneurial spirit,
because to me, every new yacht project is its own
new venture.

Do you think current yacht designs can
be successful with any culture or do
you think there’s going to be a need
to change yacht design to adapt to the
cultures of the emerging markets?

The yachting industry is said to be a
strange animal, an industry unlike any
other. Do you think so? If yes, why?
There are many aspects that make yachting a
strange animal. The nature of the owners to start
with: successful entrepreneurs, who are either very

I’d say yes and no—I suppose you’re especially

passionate about the sea or who see a superyacht

Where do you think the new breed of
clients is going to come from in the
next five years?

interested in the Chinese who don’t like being

as a testimony of their achievements—or both.

out in the sun. There are yachts that are designed

There is no other industry that can boast such a

to maximise interior space rather than outside

high-quality level of clients. But that also makes the

There are still many Russians and Eastern Europeans

decks—take Katara for example—and many yachts

industry very fragile. Being the ultimate luxury, it

interested in the industry that have the means to

for Middle East clients would also be adapted to

is a form of self-indulgence that is not necessarily

buy or build yachts. Many were surprised when the

the requirements of Chinese owners. Beyond the

well regarded. Whilst it remains acceptable in

Russians jumped onto the yachting bandwagon a

necessary fit of the product and cultural background,

good times, it is less so in bad times. The general

few years ago, but they are culturally inclined to it.

I think there is also a question of timing. The

public doesn’t see the number of jobs created or

The South Americans are too as they are also strong

younger rich might be more interested in yachts

the economic benefits. The industry doesn’t really

in shipbuilding. I understand that more and more

than the older, more traditional, generation.

communicate about its realisations beyond its

Brazilians and Argentinians charter nowadays. This is

inner circle, and that doesn’t help to brighten up

the first step and they have potential for a growing

Figureheads can also lead the way. I believe that

its image. The fragility of the industry also resides

presence, which includes developing their region as

Abramovich set a trend in Russia, and so did

in the fact that a yacht is potentially the first item

a splendid cruising destination.

Lakshmi Mittal for Indians. I don’t yet know who

one gets rid of in financially tough times—as we’ve

the leading Chinese figure will be to leave their

seen with the recession. The discrepancy between

Then there are the Chinese, which also raises a

mark, but the Chinese are highly capable of coming

volume and the value of each product means that

big question mark. The market remains as much

up with their own yachts. First they’ll look at what

the difference between a successful year and a

unknown as it is untapped. The country has grown

the rest of the world does and then they’ll adapt

nightmare is small.
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You’ve not yet tried designing for
other industries. Is that because you
feel you are primarily a naval architect
before being a designer?
I would like to find the time some day to come up
with a concept for a small motorboat, up to 15m,
where you can stay in comfort for a few nights
while traveling along the French Riviera. It would be
a boat I could afford to enjoy as well as own.

If you were to deal with other
industries, which ones would
you be interested in?
I like movement. Designing any object that moves
combines aesthetics and technical innovation.
I have experimented with watches, but would
also like to consider planes or helicopters; the
difficulty being that there has not been much to
revisit with either for decades. It’s the same for
skis. I would have liked to design the parabolic
skis, but now it’s done. I also like working with
superconducting materials and today could be the
right time to investigate the matter further. The
japanese built a prototype water jet based on the
right-hand principle of an electromagnetic field
decades ago; thrust can be produced in seawater
with no moving parts within an electromagnetic
field of a certain strength. In their application,
Espen Oeino was inspired to become a yacht designer when
he saw Acajou, built by the late John Bannenberg

the thrust was produced using energy-intensive
coolants to produce super conductivity and thus
a strong magnetic field. Today, with significant
progress having been made in materials sciences

So you think the recession isn’t over?

And if you could change more than
one thing?

and superconductivity, particularly in the field of

I think that its impact isn’t over and that 2011
is a critical year for many. Besides the general

The things I wish to change are linked to my

may lie ahead for this amazing propulsion unit.

situation of the industry, the increasing costs of

previous answer. Transparent results in improved

raw materials is something not many people pay

professionalism and a better image. I often

attention to, except for petrol. All of this combined

hear owners complain about the cloudy world

Does being based in Monaco make
a difference for business?

can have a deeper impact in the long term than the

of brokerage, but brokers are essential to this

I didn’t realise it when I moved to Monaco, but

financial upheavals we’ve experienced.

business—as long as they are good brokers with

there’s actually a big difference between Monaco

ethics and have the interests of their clients at heart.

and Antibes. In Antibes, you meet with the captains

What would you change about the
way things work in this industry if
you could change just one thing?

microprocessors, new and less costly opportunities

Each Oeino-designed yacht, like Octopus, boasts its own character

Transparency. Not only does the industry lack joint
action as a business able to communicate its value,
but the general public still has this impression that
a yacht is synonymous with dubious practices,
tax evasion, fraud and so on. Of course the
general media focus their attention only on such
matters, but if no one does anything to bring more
transparency to the table, such reactions are hardly
a surprise. If you’ve got nothing to hide, then
you’ve got nothing to worry about. We are all to
gain from ethical behaviour.
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can sometimes be forgotten when aesthetics tend to
take precedence. I also find that one essential quality
is to be able to see a project in three dimensions.
Although computers and 3D rendering have helped
a lot in recent years, nothing replaces the eye of the
architect to find the right balance.

What would be your dream yacht
to design?
It would have to be mine. Not a sailing yacht,
but a motoryacht that can take on board a sailing

A blue hull characterises the sleek 233’5/68m Kismet

yacht. Something like an exploration yacht with a
helicopter on board and a ski locker—and to be
and are more geared towards the technical side

flight in. I usually spend Mondays in the office to

able to go heli-skiing straight from the sea. It is

of things, even when seeing yacht owners. In

catch up and then fly to shipyards in Germany and

amazing the number of mountains and ski slopes

Monaco, you meet the end client more often, more

Italy. Sometimes, like this week, I fly to the US—or

that are not too far from the sea.

easily, and its a different atmosphere too. Owners

places like Australia and the Middle East—and back

like to come to Monaco because they enjoy the

again. BlackBerries are fantastic. I do take holidays

Do you have a motto in life?

restaurants, the entertainment scene and the

too though—the studio closes for two weeks at

I am fortunate enough to do what I like to do, draw

shopping. They are usually in a more relaxed mood

Christmas and I take one week off to go skiing.

new ideas onto my little notebook and work with

and can easily pop by the office for a chat. This is

a great team. I believe, though, that good things

How long does it take to build a career
as a successful naval architect or yacht
designer? And what steps do you need
to take to get there?

happen at their own pace when work has been well-

It takes a long time. Besides hard work and a passion

Any regrets?

I have no idea how much I travel, but I travel a lot,

for what one does, it is essential to know the rules

To have stopped designing sailing boats—for now. 

always trying to catch the first flight out and the last

of naval architecture. It may seem obvious, but this

something that didn’t happen in Antibes.

What’s your typical week, if that
ever exists? And how many miles a
year do you travel?

carried through. One’s motivation should not lie in
the end result—it is the process that matters most.

An early sketch shows the latest Sunrise Yachts project currently in build,
designed by Espen Oeino with an interior by Redman, Whiteley Dixon
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