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To our ancestors, to those who 
are with us in the present, and 
to those who will follow long 
after we are gone: this book, a 
labor of love, is for you.




FOREWORD: 
EMORY DOUGLAS


PAST IS PROLOGUE: EMORY DOUGLAS’ BLACK EXPERIENCE IN DESIGN


As told to Colette Gaiter


The editors of this anthology celebrate the historic contributions of Black designers across the African diaspora who have inspired and informed us. Their unique experiences—and the many identities, expressions, and reflections they contain—offer invaluable insights into the possibilities for understanding our collective experiences. These stories also inform action, specifically about how design will be taught, researched, practiced, curated, critiqued, and created in the future.


Before introducing the sixty-five contributions to the Black Experience in Design, we are honored to share a brief reflection from Emory Douglas, from an interview conducted by Colette Gaiter in October 2021 for this book. Douglas’s work as the renowned graphic designer for the Black Panther Party has found new resonances in the 21st century. Here he reflects on his experiences as a commercial art student in San Francisco in the early 1960s.


Through his conversation with Colette Gaiter, we witness many threads woven throughout this book: encouragement, opportunity, disappointment, isolation, ingenuity, artistry, excellence, vision, and resilience. We thank Mr. Douglas for his tremendous contributions to liberation art, the discipline of design, and this book. This interview was edited for clarity. —The Editors


EMORY DOUGLAS: I consider myself a manufacturer of art, of creativity. Starting out at the City College of San Francisco in the mid-1960s, I learned techniques and processes, including figure drawing, concept design, typography, and understanding the basic printing concepts behind publishing.


My teachers were supportive. They observed all of us students closely to see what we were doing and what our skill level was. They encouraged us to work as if we were professionals, and if we showed improvement, we got referred to freelance jobs. Our instructors wanted to see us get to the next level. They looked at our work from a professional perspective and compared it to what was going on in the field.


One professor noticed how I was improving and referred me to a paid illustration job for a science instructor at the college. Later I was sent for a job at a silkscreen factory doing T-shirts and other printing; and to another doing paste-up for Dorfman’s Fine Wine Goblets and Silverware in downtown San Francisco. I worked on newspaper ads that ran two or three times a week and made signs for the products displayed in the windows.


In class, I worked on a fashion design project, where I designed shoes and clothing using images from Ebony magazine as my references. The people in my drawings were Black. When I showed my professor the work, he praised it. But he also said, “I have to be honest with you. It will be another ten years before this will be accepted in the field.” Ten years later, in the 1970s, sure enough, you started to see it—Black people, regularly, in advertisements and design. That instructor was being truthful to the reality of institutional racism and bigotry that existed at the time.


At another point, our class had to create a short, animated film from storyboard to frames. We wrote the story, made storyboards, then used rolls of butcher paper to draw the animation. My story was about an African dignitary who came to the United States dressed in traditional clothing and was treated with respect and honor. Later he came back dressed like an American Black person and was told he was not welcome and was denied entry to the country. The professor’s reaction was, “This doesn’t seem to be provocative enough; you need to emphasize this a little bit more.” I took that to mean that he thought I should make the racism and double standard more obvious.


I was lucky to go to the City College of San Francisco with the teachers who were there at that time and encouraged me to do the work necessary to become a professional. That training helped me improve my advertising and creative skills, which I used at the same time for a variety of promotional materials in the Black Arts Movement. I designed flyers and posters for events—even stage props and simple sets for theater productions.


For young designers starting out today, I would encourage them to understand the fundamentals and be open to having their work critiqued. Critique helps take the work to the next phase, the next level—for any kind of design they are doing. Part of design is being open to criticism and evaluation because you are always creating for someone other than yourself. You can be frustrated by requests for changes, but that is the reality of working in this business.


You can’t design in an ivory tower. You have to have your ears and eyes open, stay alert and aware of what ideas and goals are progressive. And even if you work a nine-to-five job, know that you can still do work for social movements. It is possible.


This book, The Black Experience in Design, provides guidance and context that was not available to me when I started in the field. It gives young people entering design an opportunity to hear from Black designers, educators, scholars, and thinkers whose experiences overlap in some ways and are unique in other ways. All of the essays add up to a way of seeing design that was not possible in the past. I am happy that this book will support design educators and help students find their way into meaningful design work. That way has been paved by those who came before and generously share their memories and thinking with those who are entering the field, who have more opportunities than ever to shape their individual experience in design.





FOREWORD: 
RUHA BENJAMIN


PARABLE OF THE BLACK DESIGNER


Thou art like unto 
the pupil of the eye 
which is dark in colour, 
yet it is the fount of light 
and the revealer of the 
contingent world.


—‘Abdu’l-Bahá1


In her 1993 novel, Parable of the Sower, famed writer Octavia E. Butler imagines a dystopian world plagued with every imaginable crisis: disease, environmental collapse, authoritarianism, corporate greed, and violence born of deep-seated inequities. It is a world, in short, that resembles our own. At one point, the Black teenage protagonist at the heart of the story, Lauren Oya Olamina, contends,


All struggles are essentially 
power struggles. Who will rule? 
Who will lead? Who will define, 
refine, confine, design?2


Design. Prescient as always, Butler’s words echo across the decades, from the 70-pound Adler manual typewriter she chained to her desk because three previous typewriters had been stolen, to the sleek device on which you are likely reading this text.3 The technologies may have changed dramatically over time—faster, more networked, and rapacious in consuming every, last bit of data they can manage—but the deadly hierarchies that animated Butler’s writing have only grown starker. Innovation, after all, breeds inequity, not inevitably, but predictably.


The pursuit of seamless and “frictionless” technology too often covers up social frictions, like the racist and sexist harassment many of us experience online in the name of “free speech” and “connection.” But connection is no straightforward good when we are being connected to those who despise us. Too often, technological ease and speed are inversely related to social progress, because only a small sliver of humanity currently shapes the digital worlds which the rest of us inhabit.


The Jamaican philosopher Sylvia Wynter notes that there are different genres of humanity, but that we too often conflate the dominant genre, Man, with humanity as a whole.4 The Man is cisgendered, raced, classed, able-bodied, and so on, standing in for the wide variety of ways that people move in the world, the many ways of being human. The imperative, as I see it, is to not only approach design from the perspectives of those who are routinely written out of Humanity—those who are typecast or get no speaking parts—but to draw on their insights, imagination, and expertise from the very beginning.5


Similar to frictionless design, minimalist design has its own history and politics. In 2020, as monuments to white supremacy were being toppled in the wake of protests for racial justice, the renowned graphic designer Cheryl D. Miller was asked, “So, what is the rebel flag or Confederate monument of design, to you?” She responded that the dominant aesthetics associated with minimalist sophistication have an altogether different meaning to her:


I would like to retire the Paul Rand look. I would like to retire mid-century Helvetica. I want to retire flush left. I want to retire white space. It is the look of my oppressor . . . a mid-century era when it wasn’t easy to enter the New York marketplace as a Black designer. When I see that look, the only thing it says to me is, “You cannot enter. You don’t belong. You’re not good enough.”6


To wit, the white space of design aesthetics reflects the white space of professional design worlds. This, moreover, was a political choice intended to reinforce hierarchies which then became naturalized as simply “good design” over time.


Indeed, science, technology, and design are powerful tools for naturalizing racist and sexist hierarchies. But we can also appropriate them to denaturalize social hierarchies.7 As a first step, we need to know how these hierarchies were constructed in the first place. In “Graphic Designers Have Always Loved Minimalism. But At What Cost?” (2021), Jarrett Fuller reminds us that,


In 1910, the architect and essayist 
Adolf Loos wrote his famous treatise 
“Ornament and Crime,” which decried the 
excessive ornamentation he saw in Art 
Nouveau and foreshadowed the upcoming 
Modernist movement. He called ornamentation 
“primitive” and wrote that 
decoration was for “degenerates.” His 
entire essay, based on a racist cultural superiority, repeatedly uses words 
like “criminal,” “amoral,” and “barbarian” 
to describe ornament, comparing 
the arts and crafts from indigenous 
populations to that of children.8


Loos called for society to move beyond these old ways into modernity: “The evolution of culture is synonymous with the removal of ornament,” he claimed. There is also a parallel history of early architects of scientific thinking working to remove ornamental or flowery writing from scientific texts. Any hint of the first-person subjectivity of the author was seen as a distraction, delegitimizing scientific claims for an already ambivalent public.9


In the same way that scientific writing eschews ornamental writing, science has eschewed non-white, feminized, and working-class people. How convenient—the very humans science has objectified are deemed “not objective.” Only one genre of humanity, Man, could be trusted to give us scientific facts by ventriloquizing nature, in the same way that only one genre of humanity has monopolized the white space of technological design.


Fortunately, a critical reckoning with this racist history is giving rise to new initiatives excavating and retelling histories that have been erased or distorted, including a recent book on a History of Arab Graphic Design, as well as the long-awaited volume you are reading now!


This is not simply about “inclusion and diversity”—a liberal project that recognizes the design traditions of racialized groups. The issue is that the dominant approaches to technological design hide and perpetuate the violent frictions of our world. In The Longing for Less, Kyle Chayka argues that minimalism always obscures complexity: “The minimalist interface you use to order your takeout, for example, sits above a complex network of gig workers that make sure your ramen is still warm when it arrives. The simple presentation hides the complicated system just below the surface, whether that is the infrastructure for data collection or the multi-conglomerate corporation”10—or the labor violations upon which so much frictionless digital convenience rests.


But less friction for some humans means more friction for others, not inevitably, but predictably.11 So now what?


In “Critical Race Theory for HCI,”12 the authors offer a number of concrete steps for designers of all backgrounds. They note that while there is more race-conscious research that doesn’t shy away from social frictions, most of this work still sees race as a characteristic of the researcher or the participant group that should be considered in design, rather than as a feature of our history and social systems. Indeed, many people still operate with a simplified understanding of race as a trait or property of individuals—you have a race and I have a race that we tick off on government forms—rather than as a founding political principle of modern life that justifies inequality. This principle operates differently in different parts of the world, such that the way people are racialized is shaped by class, caste, culture, religion, language, and other social fault lines, but that is all naturalized as an inherent characteristic of individuals.


Race, we might say, is all about minimalism. It is a technology for hiding complexity. And unless you are harmed by racist systems, it is hard to see beneath the slick branding of racial minimalism. But that is precisely what we must do. This point is often easier to grasp when we look to the past, as with this ad from a 1957 Mechanix Illustrated magazine:


The robots are coming! And when they 
do, you’ll command a host of push-button 
servants. In 1863 Abe Lincoln 
freed the slaves, but by 1965, slavery 
will be back! We’ll all have 
personal slaves again. Don’t be 
alarmed. We mean robot “slaves.”


That one little word, again, lets us know who the imagined “users” of this technology are, certainly not those who are the descendants of people who were enslaved the first time. They are raced, classed, and gendered without race, class, or gender ever mentioned . . . these interlocking systems encoded again and again.13


At first blush, we may seem to have come a long way from “robot slaves” when, in 2021, the most popular Super Bowl ad featured the Black actor Michael B. Jordan as the embodiment of Amazon’s Alexa. In the commercial, we see a Black woman shopping for an Alexa device and imagining Jordan as the sexy voice of her digital assistant. “Diversity,” “inclusion,” and “Black representation” are all rolled into one slick ad.


But at the very same time that Amazon gave us Sexy Black Alexa, February 2021, the company was trying to crush the unionization of mostly Black and Latinx workers in its Bessemer, Alabama warehouse. I wonder whether Michael B. Jordan as Alexa would top the list of what “inclusive” technology looks like, if we asked those who have to deal with oppressive algorithms governing how fast they must work, when they can take breaks, and whether they have enough time to shit or only pee. Too often, cosmetic representation—digital Blackface—stands in for substantive change to the real conditions of people’s lives. So, how do we move toward the latter?


For starters, I invite you to listen carefully to the contributors to this volume, for they, like Lauren Olamina, are seeding new ways of thinking, imagining, and building a new world amid the rubble of the old.
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You got to love it. This is flesh I’m talking about here. Flesh that needs to be loved. Feet that need to rest and to dance; backs that need support; shoulders that need arms, strong arms I’m telling you. And O my people, out yonder, hear me, they do not love your neck unnoosed and straight. So love your neck; put a hand on it, grace it, stroke it and hold it up. And all your inside parts that they’d just as soon slop for hogs, you got to love them. The dark, dark liver—love it, love it and the beat and beating heart, love that too. More than eyes or feet. More than lungs that have yet to draw free air. More than your life-holding womb and your lifegiving private parts, hear me now, love your heart. For this is the prize. —Toni Morrison, Beloved


In the summer of 2020, the United States was on fire, both literally and figuratively. The unprecedented forest fires raging along the West Coast and the physical toll taken on the natural environment became a metaphor for the emotional impact on the country in the aftermath of the police killings of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd. The deaths of these Black Americans, along with countless others, served as the spark that gave rise to subsequent flames, igniting national protests born of frustration and anger at the lack of police accountability and the trivialization of Black lives. Across the country, as organizations and businesses publicly touted their support for the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement and promoted Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives in response to national BLM protests, the renewed and collective sense of urgency about America’s racial reckoning seemed to take root.


Yet predictably, many months later, the signs of change—or, more charitably stated, commitments to change—are difficult to measure. As we speak, legislators are actively working to repress the voting rights of millions of Americans, disproportionately affecting communities of color; to bury American history centered in Black experiences and perspectives; and to ban Critical Race Theory (CRT) from being taught or even discussed in schools.


Consequently, the question of “Why is this book needed?” is both rhetorical and evergreen. Broadly speaking, this book is needed because documenting and preserving Black American history, a history that elected officials are attempting to erase before our eyes, in real-time, is of national and international consequence. Not unlike the Negro spirituals/slave songs that helped preserve the narratives of Black people in American, we must share, we must tell, we must document, and we must remember. The alternative is to trivialize the devastating impact of slavery and its aftermath, deny the value of immigration, erase the reality of who and what America is, and dishonor the memories of so many who suffered in order to hold the United States to its highest ideals.


On a narrower, design-focused level, this text is needed because published works by Black creatives about our own contributions are still too few and far between. This book is needed because Black creatives have been historically excluded and consistently represented through a white lens, our work and efforts co-opted and appropriated by predominantly white, mainstream culture. And perhaps most importantly, this book is needed to reaffirm that Black people, Indigenous people, and people of color, whether students or practitioners in creative fields, are part of a community where our gifts and talents are needed.


Additionally, the perspectives represented in this book are wide-ranging and varied, reflecting the diversity that exists within Black communities. In this sense, the very title is an intentional paradox. There is, in fact, no single Black experience. There is no single Black perspective. Nor is “The Black Experience” a concept that can be easily captured, branded, and packaged with a beautiful design bow. The essence of Blackness is simultaneously complex, deeply rooted, deeply felt, and above all else, human.


Beyond shared experiences that exist for Black people in the United States, what is Black in America is also inherently diasporic. In some ways, consequently, this book is as much a conversation about what it means to be Black as it is a book about design or a book about Black designers. And though many of the conversations and essays are situated within an American context, the contributions are also indicative of the cultures and influences that exist outside the United States. For us, that which is local is also global. There are, for example, a number of references to the concept of “sankofa,” of looking back in order to inform the ways in which we move forward, as well as emphases on community and community-building across continents and cultures. So, whether our ancestors were brought to America as slaves in chains or emigrated, or whether we ourselves came to the United States from other countries, we are connected and bound, somewhat ironically, via the diaspora.


The threads of these global and local connections are woven together throughout each chapter, beginning with the late Sylvia Harris’s seminal essay, “Searching for a Black Aesthetic in American Graphic Design.” In addition to asking the question “How do we construct and document a Black design tradition?” she urges us to “contribute to [the existing] body of knowledge and support a generation of designers hungry to see their people and experience reflected in the mirror of our profession.” The Black Experience in Design is our response to this call: by sharing our stories and highlighting our contributions—including new/innovative methods and models for teaching and research—we are painting an inclusive picture of the design world that also contributes to the larger establishment of a constructed and documented Black design tradition. As a postscript to Harris’s essay, Steven Heller provides reflections about their collaborative work and his accounting for the larger, systemic problems regarding the lack of published texts by Black designers.


In Design Practices, we learn how Black creatives cultivate, hone, and master the skills necessary to develop and sustain their creative work and output. Artist, designer, and educator Dorothy Hayes provides a historical foundation by acknowledging the work of Black design trailblazers. Her essay for Communication Arts is followed by Darhil Crooks, Ian Spalter, and Dantley Davis, R. Vann Graves, Jon Key, Quinlin B. Messenger, and Annika Hansteen-Izora who identify the processes they’ve gone through in order to move past barriers and celebrate their successes. They emphasize the role of identity in shaping their respective modes of practice that are also free from psychological and institutional constraints.


Design Education subsequently captures the voices of Black design educators Maurice Woods, Colette Gaiter, Steve Jones, Terresa Moses, Chris Rudd, and Kaleena Sales. Reflecting on education, themselves, and how their own experiences as Black design students are manifested in their roles as educators, they lay bare the obstacles they continue to confront and offer the methods they employ for addressing these challenges.


Building on the previous chapters, the essays in Design Scholarship provide insights into the tools employed by Black scholars for critical approaches to design, including the interrogation of existing systems and structures—even the premise of “The Black Experience in Design.” Most important, Audrey G. Bennett, Nii Kommey Botchway, Cheryl D. Miller, Alicia Olushola Ajayi, and David Pilgrim each identify the experiences that inspired them to pursue their respective areas of research, building on existing scholarship to document the earliest roots of Black contributions to design.


Activism, Advocacy, and Community-Engaged Design calls attention to the sense of purpose that is a necessary part of the creative process for many Black creatives. From utilizing collective voices and modes of expression to embracing politics and advocacy and amplifying marginalized voices, Mugendi K. M’Rithaa, Jennifer White-Johnson, Sloan Leo, June A. Grant, Michele Y. Washington, Amos Kennedy, Liz Ogbu, and Raja Schaar make evident the extent to which design practice is synonymous with design activism. This chapter delves deeply into aspects of design that focus on serving communities in need and magnifies the voices of practitioners who partner with underrepresented and under-resourced communities. Though this design subfield is popular among designers looking to use their skills for social good, lack of experience with longterm relationship-building and cultural competencies—particularly when designers opt to work in communities outside of their own—have led to harmful systemic practices. Contributors to this chapter also speak about the various opportunities for healing that can be nurtured.


Though discussions about race in design often focus on the past or present, contributors to the chapter on Afrofuturism in Design demonstrate ways in which imagining and reimagining more inclusive technological futures can provide agency for Black designers. Lonny Avi Brooks, Woodrow W. Winchester III, Adah Parris, John Jennings, and Folayemi Wilson speak to the power of storytelling, challenging oppressive systems and notions of race, working within new and generative frameworks as a part of design practice, and celebrating Black imagination.


Journeys in Design highlights the diversity of career paths of Black designers and the routes their respective trajectories have taken, regardless of their traditional training or informal paths into design. Essays by Yocasta Lachapelle, Forest Young, and Schessa Garbutt prelude artifacts from recent design students that are represented through a single object accompanied by a single word. Michelle Joan Wilkinson, Sabine Maxine Lopez, and Aisha Richards bookend the chapter. Addressing topics from Black and Queer representation to navigating career shifts and evolutions across institutions, the authors identify barriers associated with developing professional networks and navigating professional careers as well as the importance of taking advantage of opportunities that present themselves.


In Design = Art ≠ Design, Nontsikelelo Mutiti, Cey Adams, Rick Griffith, Mimi Onuoha and Romi Morrison, and Rhea L. Combs provide wide-ranging perspectives on the relationship between art and design. The contexts in which they encounter or practice design differ, yet the distinctions in how the terms are defined, how Black designers and creatives position their work, and how Black identity and representation intersect within the space of art/design collectively speak to the necessary and symbiotic relationship between the two.


Lastly, in Collective, Radical, and Liberatory Spaces in Design, Lauren Williams, Terrence Moline, Maurice Cherry, Malene Barnett, Ari Melenciano, and adrienne maree brown talk about the necessity of building spaces specifically for Black self-preservation, emancipation, liberation, and celebration. From professional organizations, networking websites, social media groups, podcasts, design guilds, conferences, and tech camps, they share the models and methods they have developed to both foster community and help Black creatives thrive.


Given the extent to which these chapter areas overlap, drawing distinctions might be somewhat of a contradiction. And yet, categorization, however imperfectly configured, provides a way for us to acknowledge and document the breadth and depth of contributions Black designers and creatives are making. We aim to emphasize the substantive nature and impact of the work being undertaken as a testament to our influence in shaping the field of design as well as American culture more broadly.


The Black Experience in Design is our collective effort to acknowledge, celebrate, and document the ways in which Black people generally and Black creatives specifically have been contributing to the very fabric of America and helping to define what it means to be American for centuries. We were here! We are here! We will continue to be here!
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Editor’s Note: In order to help frame the significance of The Black Experience in Design, we have republished Sylvia Harris’s seminal essay, “Searching for a Black Aesthetic in American Graphic Design,” and her call to broaden entry points into design and help students find rootedness in the design profession through cultural connections. Because the late Harris was so pivotal in bridging connections between design education, design practice, and design scholarship, we have also included some reflections by Steven Heller about her contributions and the larger questions around the lack of published writing by Black designers.


What influence have African Americans had on contemporary graphic design? Is there such a thing as an African American design aesthetic? These are questions that I have been asking designers and art historians for the last ten years. The answer I am usually given is, “I don’t know.” The relationship of ethnic minorities to the development of American graphic design is rarely discussed or documented by our profession because of the historic lack of racial diversity in the field. However, increasing numbers of African Americans entering the profession are calling for a fresh look at graphic design history in order to discover the aesthetic contributions of their people.


In 1971, when I entered design school, there was only one other Black student in attendance. Twenty-five years later, this situation has improved slightly. Today, I teach graphic design at the university level and have one or two Black students in my department each year. Those students often exhibit insecurities that negatively affect their performance. In fact, they experience a problem common to many Black design professionals: the feeling that they are not completely welcome in the profession. Lack of exposure to the prevailing aesthetic traditions also puts them at a disadvantage. This outsider posture leads many Black designers to compulsively imitate and assimilate mainstream aesthetic traditions in order to feel accepted and be successful. More often than not, Black designers and students are trapped in a strategy of imitation rather than innovation.


The graphic design profession is driven by visual innovation. The most visible and celebrated designers are those who are continuously innovating within, or in opposition to, the prevailing schools of design thought. Black designers are working at a disadvantage when they do not feel a kinship with existing design traditions and also have no evidence of an alternative African or African American design tradition upon which to base their work. In 1995, Claude Steele completed groundbreaking research on the links between performance and self-esteem, which indicated that self-confidence may be the single most important influence in the lives of successful African Americans. For instance, the spectacular success of Black musicians demonstrates the relationship between confidence, leadership, and success. Black musicians have been successful because they feel confident and secure about their work. They are secure because they are working within intimately known traditions built by others like themselves, and they are motivated by the thrill of adding to that successful body of work.


Is there a potential design tradition that can fuel Black designers in the same way that Black music traditions fuel Black musicians? By “Black tradition” I do not mean Black subject matter or imagery, but the styling and expressions common to people of African descent. I believe this tradition does exist, but Black contributions to America’s rich graphic design history have been overlooked, so far, by design historians who have focused either on European influences or on the current phenomenon of cultural hybridity. Buried in libraries and design journals is evidence of Black graphic styles and influences stretching from the New Negro movement of the 1920s through the hip-hop aesthetics of the latest generation of designers. I believe that this material, if uncovered, has the potential to nurture a new generation of designers.


How do we construct and document a Black design tradition? There is already a small body of research on the lives of America’s first Black designers. Chronicling the work of these pioneers is an important first step, but most of these brave people were so concerned with surviving within a hostile profession that their work expresses little that is uniquely African American. I believe that the building blocks of a Black design aesthetic are scattered across many disciplines and will be found in unlikely places. For instance, some of the best examples of the potential for a Black design vocabulary are found in the work of white designers who have been inspired by Black culture and take advantage of the market for Black expressive styles.


We must also look outside the design disciplines to the performing arts and to fine arts movements, such as the Afri-Cobra, which have based visual explorations on African and jazz rhythms. We can study these disciplines for characteristic Black expression (improvisation, distortion, polyrhythms, exaggeration, call-and-response) that can be translated into graphic form. Black design traditions must be pieced together from a variety of sources to make a complete canon of Black expression.


In discussion with design educators (both Black and white), many argue that to focus too much attention on Black aesthetics will limit the full creative expression of Black designers. They argue that Black designers have spent the last twenty years working to erase race and class bias in the profession; to them a focus on Blackness invites discrimination. I disagree. Black designers have access, training, and opportunity; what they lack is the drive that comes from innovation. And in order to thrive, innovation requires a tradition to either build on or oppose. It is up to us as historians and educators to research and teach in a way that addresses the unique cultural experience of all our students. Right now, Black design students would benefit greatly from a study of their design traditions. Otherwise, they may be doomed to a future of bad imitations.


The notes below are excerpts from my ongoing search for Black influences in American design.


1920S: THE NEW NEGRO MOVEMENT


In his first design history book, A History of Graphic Design, Philip Meggs stated that “a collision between cubist painting and futurist poetry spawned twentieth-century graphic design.” Early twentieth-century cubist artists were obsessed with visualizing modern technological and social freedom. The style of the non-Western people of the world, particularly those who had perfected forms of abstraction and symbolism, were quickly drawn into the stylistic vortex created by this modernist revolution. In this way, Black graphic expressions made their debut in the Western world indirectly, through the works of cubist artists such as Georges Braque, Pablo Picasso, and Fernand Léger. All these artists later acknowledged the significant impact of African art on their work; however, most scholarly writing about cubism has obscured its African roots. Postmodern art scholarship, starting with William Rubin’s book “Primitivism” in Twentieth-Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern, has begun to record and study the role of African art in the invention of cubism and the success of the modernist movement.


By the 1920s, “jazz” became not only a musical term, but a stylistic one. European designers, who were influenced by the pioneering work of cubist painters, struggled to capture the spirit of modernism through the expression of jazz rhythms and motifs. The expression of jazz style in the design of popular communications in the 1920s represents the first appearance of what can clearly be considered a Black-inspired graphic design style. The jazz-era climate of relative freedom in the North created an environment for Blacks to publish and design their own publications. During this “renaissance,” Alain Locke cited the emergence of the “New Negro” and declared that Black culture was the appropriate source of inspiration and content for African American artists. He argued that the art of Black people was a powerful inspiration to successful white artists, so why shouldn’t Black artists also work with this powerful force? One of the first designers to give graphic expression to this call was a European modernist, Winold Reiss, who created African-inspired logotypes and titles for the book The New Negro. Young Black artists, most notably Aaron Douglas, were encouraged by Reiss and Locke to expand the emerging modernist trends and lead the emerging New Negro art and design movement.


The line between artist and designer was still blurred in the 1920s. Many artists were illustrators, and illustrators were often typographers. The best examples of the African aesthetic in the designs of the 1920s are seen in Black-owned journals. The designers of these publications were often Black artists, influenced by European cubist painters, who were, in turn, influenced by African art. Artists such as Aaron Douglas, one of the best of these artists/designers of the time, learned to recognize and resonate with the African in cubism. Douglas and other Black designers had a unique opportunity to express Black style in a world that was starved for fresh, anti-Victorian imagery. Douglas’s covers for the quarterly magazine Fire!! show the emergence of a unique graphic design expression that combines the syntax of cubism with the forms of African art.


1930S: REVIVAL OF BLACK FOLK TRADITIONS AND THE ICONOGRAPHY OF BLACK LABOR


The prolific jazz-age production of Black art and design was cut short by the Depression of the 1930s. However, during the 1930s and early 1940s, a revival of Black folk traditions occurred, prompted by the direct observations of anthropologists and folklorists such as Zora Neale Hurston, Southern white writers such as DuBose Heyward, and interviewers for the Works Progress Administration’s (WPA) oral history project on slavery. Artists supported by federal arts programs and socialist groups interpreted Black folk and labor themes in programs, posters, fliers, and other printed materials. It is not clear how much of this material was designed by Blacks; examples buried in archives await inspection, interpretation, and inclusion in the design history texts.


1940S TO 1950S: COMMERCIAL ART


Printing and publishing before and during World War II were significantly segregated. Unlike the fine arts professions, publishing institutions were restricted by racism and classism. Most printed publications and commercial art that circulated in Black communities were generated by white-owned presses and designers. However, we do know that some Black printers and photographers worked successfully in Black communities; their products, including letterpress posters for popular music performances, were based on vernacular traditions and contributed directly to a continuing Black graphic aesthetic.


1970S: THE AESTHETICS OF BLACK POWER


It is interesting to note that the bursts of Black graphic production in the twentieth century occurred during eras in which young people were preoccupied with concepts of freedom. It is no surprise that the 1960s saw a renewed interest in African American visual expression fueled by Black cultural nationalism. Some of the work of this period combined socialist protest-art forms with Black in-your-face bodaciousness to create a graphic design product that was uniquely African American. This decade of Black graphics reflects the aesthetics of resistance and Black power.


1980S TO 1990S: TRIBAL CHIC


Popular designers and illustrators such as Keith Haring and David Carson benefited from the lack of Black participation in the design profession during the late-1980s surge of interest in rebellious urban style. They shaped new styles and lucrative careers based on bold public vernacular expression such as graffiti and rap, class rebellions and Black rhythms, and tribal symbolism. At the first Organization of Black Designers conference, filmmaker Arthur Jaffa cited David Carson’s Ray Gun magazine as offering the best example of a visual jazz aesthetic.


1990S: THE NEW NEW NEGRO MOVEMENT


There are a handful of Black designers who are designing for Black audiences and, in doing so, are continuing Black visual traditions into the next century. For instance, designers for new Black media, including the magazine YSB, give graphic form to contemporary Black culture. Like the artists of the original New Negro movement of the twenties, these designers use Black vernacular stylings and African expression to inform their aesthetic decisions. The designers of this new generation are not isolated. They are working within a long tradition that, though they may not be aware of it, stretches across the century.


These notes are presented as snapshots and pointers to the research waiting to be undertaken. It is my hope that American designers and scholars will contribute to this body of knowledge and support a generation of designers hungry to see their people and experience reflected in the mirror of our profession.








	ON SYLVIA HARRIS: THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF BLACK DESIGNERS


	0.3








Editor’s Note: As an addendum to the reprint of Sylvia Harris’s essay “Searching for a Black Aesthetic in American Graphic Design,” which was published in The Education of a Graphic Designer, I spoke with author Steven Heller about the impact of Harris’s contributions to design as well as the design industry’s responsibility when it comes to challenging “subtle or benign white dominance” in the field.


ANNE H. BERRY: What did you learn through the process of coediting the "Who Owns Cultural Imagery" AIGA Journal of Graphic Design issue with Sylvia Harris? What was significant or noteworthy about that collaboration?


STEVEN HELLER: When I edited the magazine version of the AIGA Journal (this was 1996), I often invited coeditors to collaborate on themes dear to or burning in their hearts. Sylvia Harris Woodard was the perfect choice for this one. The overall number was called “The Property Issue” based on the fact that in 1995 Bill Gates had bought the Bettmann Archive, the largest licensing and rental repository of public domain and copyright protected visuals. The implications of such ownership were astounding then. Think of it now. Sylvia and I discussed the fact that even before this acquisition, widespread and injurious appropriation and “borrowing” of cultural images was status quo throughout the advertising and graphic design industries. I wrote in the editorial that Sylvia selected various writers, critics, historians, and designers “to explain the cultural, legal and ethical ramifications . . . issues that every designer should address about . . . the right of cultures to determine the use of their indigenous symbols and images.”


In Sylvia’s introduction to the theme, she wrote that the “losers . . . are often cultural minorities who have been systematically locked out of the American image making industries or silenced by a lack of capital and legal representation. Today that silence is being shattered as the protest against the misuse and commercialization of cultural imagery is directed not only at our clients, but at us: the image makers.”


My memory is fixated on the cover showing one red and one Black plastic toy cowboy shooting at a Native American against a luminescent purple background. The issue title, “Who Owns Cultural Imagery” was set in typeface simulating East Asian characters. In other words, it is a visual cacophony of twisted clichés. We both loved that image.


Noteworthy about Sylvia’s work is how she spoke with authority from cultural, historical, and legal perspectives. That she was able to leave emotion at the front door and enter the room with a firm grasp of what must be addressed and rectified. I gather that this issue made an impact on readers, but I’d be hard pressed to tell you we received many (or any) letters pro or con, but that was not unusual.


AHB: Since that journal issue was published, there has continued to be a dearth of books, articles, and other published materials focused on the perspectives and contributions of Black designers. From your perspective, as someone who has published many books and articles, what are the root causes of these sustained disparities?


SH: Until recently, designers could justify being above the fray, so to speak. I think there is a subtle (or not-sosubtle) form of benign neglect. So as not to look as though race really matters, racial concerns were marginalized. That said, certain designers and design scholars, including Michele Y. Washington and the late Victor Margolin, have made deep dives into the contemporary and historical practices of BIPOC designers, to compensate for that neglect and to discover designers lost or forgotten in the weeds. This investigation is not easy, because the root cause is simple: Most designers did not sign their work or take credit in the broader sense, in part because it took chutzpah to ask for or demand credit and many designers did not care as long as they had jobs. So agencies and studios took blanket credit. I believe that is changing now because the designer population is gradually changing. Women came first and BIPOC designers are beginning to teach and write more. That said, there are not as many outlets as there once were. This is a disappointment.


AHB: What has made it particularly challenging for BIPOC designers to get their work or writing published? How has the design industry as a whole created “barriers to entry”?


SH: There has been—and to an extent still is—a deepseated but nevertheless demeaning undercurrent of “This is ostensibly a white profession” and only white writers can address critical complexities—in the same way that designers once claimed that non-designers (and even design educators) could not write critically about professional design practice (you may not recall but there was a schism between working professionals and full-time teachers). Of course, that’s bullshit. One of the influential books on my own research and writing was by Eli Kince, a Black designer and Yale grad, who wrote Visual Puns in Design: The Pun Used as a Communications Tool, which opened my mind to how the lowest form of humor was the highest form of conceptual graphic problem-solving.


AHB: In 2004, Victor Margolin wrote about his epiphany regarding the lack of recognition given to Black designers and his own complicity in that lack of recognition. Would you say that you have had a similar experience or moment of revelation/awareness?


SH: Yes. I think it is the rule, not the exception. For me, it was, as stated before, benign neglect. I followed the historical trails that had been laid out by Eurocentric modernists and American traditionalists. The few Black designers I knew or knew about worked in a derivative Swiss or modern style—and sometimes in a generic manner. My epiphany came when Victor told me about his research. I began to realize that there was not a monolithic/white style.


I also recall seeing a paper promotion that had portraits of some of the major design firms in the United States. Most of the principals in these group photos were of white males (some females, an Asian or two, and almost all in shirts, ties, and suspenders, looking like lawyers). Black design history is a more complex mélange in terms of its hierarchies of power and influence. Merit is not the only measure of significance. I think the advertising field caught on a little earlier than graphic design.


AHB: It’s 2021. W. E. B. Du Bois’s infographics are increasingly part of mainstream design history; Maurice Cherry has an award-winning podcast focused on the stories of Black designers; Polymode studio launched the BIPOC Design History lecture series which was well-attended and positively received; and a group of six Black designers is editing the kind of book that has not been previously published. What are your thoughts or reflections about how or why avenues of publishing and dissemination of content focused on Black, Indigenous, and people of color are opening up?


SH: I’d like to say, in the argot of the sixties “our consciousness was raised” but that’s too facile. I loved the sixties film by Robert Downey Sr., Putney Swope about a New York ad agency, where a Black man, Putney Swope, was mistakenly elected the agency’s president; he fired all the whites and fostered a Black Power revolution that brought Black culture to all the commercials. It was a great satire that predated the hip-hop ascendancy as a major aspect of global popular culture.


In truth, I think the time has come for subtle or benign white dominance in our field to be challenged. There is Black history in college, in film, in drama, in literature, in art, in music—why shouldn’t there be the same in design? In fact, if design is treated as a consequence of social factors then it is inevitable that BIPOC design history is inevitable, needed, and wanted for many. (Nonetheless, some designers don’t even give a damn about design history).


AHB: Technology obviously plays a role but what are the other factors? (Or, do we owe the majority of thanks to technological advancements?)


SH: Access to technology is a reason. So is a changing demographic. It is the rise of Black capitalism that civil rights leader Floyd McKissick proffered in the late sixties. Affirmative action, for all its naysayers, had something to do with it. Now more emphasis on Inclusion, Equity, and Diversity programs with professional actors taking a role in facilitation. A loosening but not altogether abandonment of the traditional caste system, too. There is the rise of design departments in art schools and universities (but not enough). All of this contributes to a new status and new status quo.


AHB: Is this evidence of a larger shift within the design industry or are there still a lot of barriers that BIPOCs will have to continue contending with?


SH: Change is always incremental. And there are always blocks that are viewed as new. We still need to redefine what best practices are and where cultural differences make a difference.
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PART I: INTERSECTIONAL US


Seventy writers, six editors, four continents. We are many ethnicities, genders, beliefs, languages, educational backgrounds, and professional practices. We are designers, artists, poets, writers, curators, futurists, activists, and critics. We are descendants of the great diaspora and ancestors for any who see themselves reflected in our stories. Our stories. They are a rich and honest tapestry of expressions that, even seventy strong, represent a modest fraction of the innumerable Black experiences in design. This anthology represents the many—though certainly not the all—of what it means to be a Black designer, educator, curator, or writer. It reflects many—though certainly not all—forms of Black expression, aesthetics, and perspectives on design.


We joyfully offer this book as an intersectional experience in which each essay is, in fact, much greater than any single practice, purpose, or point. While the essays are literally bound to a specific place inside of the physical object of this book, we invite you to read beyond that constraint. Their work and ideas are not containable only within the context of a narrow practice, which, of course, is the point.


Writers bound into chapters about communitycentered practice intersect intimately with the makers of liberatory spaces, as well as those who are navigating the intersections of art and design. Our design scholarship essays might be read in the context of design practices or Afrofuturism. And the writers who share their journeys find themselves in dialogue with colleagues across all of these pages. These are all intersecting, cross-pollinating concerns that frame the range of discourses we are all initiating with one another and with our readers.


Intersections also abound in the multidisciplinary definitions of design: graphic, brand, product, UX, architecture, systems, and service design. As these essays reflect on the means, methods, and materials of design, the writers often propose pushing the boundaries of their salient disciplines. Architects consider the materiality of space while brand designers reflect on the wearability of identity. Industrial designers weave in and out of the physical and virtual while futurists transcend the very existence of time and space.


So here we all are in all of our complexities, intersectionalities, and multidimensionalities. There are no prescriptions to follow; no guidelines or tool kits to copy; no demands to align your particular, unique practices with ours. Just invitations to engage with the stories shared by these seventy unique souls who have agreed to share their particular Black experiences in design.


As we all embrace a range of intersectionalities that inform our identities and practices, we hope our readers see themselves reflected in this work, as well.


PART II: WHAT DO WE MEAN WHEN WE TALK ABOUT INTERSECTIONALITY?


First coined by the legal scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, now head of the African American Policy Forum (aapf.org), the term “intersectionality”1 has transformed from a specific critique of legal and labor practices to become a more all-encompassing term referencing each of our multi-varied identities. It’s worth noting that Crenshaw began her critique by invoking the term “multidimensionality,” arguing that her critique will “center Black women in this analysis in order to contrast the multidimensionality of Black women’s experience with the single-axis analysis that distorts these experiences.”


The term “multidimensional” might serve us well here, as the term Intersectional is often misunderstood, distorted, or weaponized for political advantage. Crenshaw’s terms—intersectional and multidimensional—frame the particular, dual oppressions Black women face, specifically in the workplace and in legal systems, because of historic discriminations against women (as a class) and African Americans (as a class). Intersectionality is, therefore, a temporal critique—a way of understanding how historical acts of disenfranchisement continue to materially impact Black women, in particular (but add to that Black lesbian women or Black trans women or Black disabled women or any other intersecting set of identities that have been historically marginalized by economic or social systems).


To be clear, intersectionality addresses systems of oppression that operate in ways that disadvantage particular identity groups, but it is not a critique of individual identities. Put more clearly, intersectionality as a critical framework is not antiwhite nor is it anti-male. It is a lens through which we can understand how built systems functionally disadvantage those who are not white and/or white males because those systems have historically advantaged three specific, intersecting classes of individuals—white people, white males, and males; and most systems continue to privilege those who hold those historically, culturally- and economically-dominant identities.


In one of the core cases Crenshaw cited in the original text—DeGraffenreid v. General Motors—she demonstrated that Black women were disproportionately impacted by company layoffs because they were hired later than either men or white women, both of whom had more seniority at the company as a result of historically discriminatory labor practices. In other words, the company had a history of employing white men, and only began hiring Black men in nonmanagement roles, and white women in discreet, gender-based roles. When the company started to allow Black workers to be hired, they only hired Black men, disallowing Black women from holding the types of jobs Black men held as well as the types of jobs white women held. When Black women were eventually permitted to hold (generally low-wage, low-skilled) jobs, they discovered that layoffs disproportionately removed them first from the payrolls because layoffs were based on how long workers had been employed, as well as how essential they were deemed, a judgment that was too easily made to favor white over Black workers.


Crenshaw’s example was specific, but also broadly applicable. In companies around the country, hiring practices that favored white men first also established rules that centered the practices and proclivities of white men in their norms, standards, and cultures. As white women, Black men, and finally Black women gained entry into those spaces, the rules of white maleness had been fully established as the norms and thereby disadvantaged those who could not show up to suit. Among the clearest examples of the dual oppression against Black women can be seen in attitudes by white employers against Black women’s hair. The demand for Black women to show up with straight, Europeanized hair has, for the better part of the last century, imposed both an emotional and financial tax on Black women in the workplace, and prevented many Black women from being hired for positions for which they were eminently qualified.


Replace hair with clothing choices, vernacular speech, and even given names to see how “corporate culture” has provided the means for marginalizing Black professionals who could not show up looking or sounding like their white counterparts. If you’ve heard it, you know it: The chosen word for this is “inappropriate.” To be deemed inappropriate is to be told that your form of being in the world does not conform to the expectations and demands of the dominant culture. It is, in fact, a demand to shed personal culture in favor of dominant “universalism.” To “fix” one’s manner of speech, personal style, and moniker to the acceptability of the powerful. To speak appropriately is to sound “white” on the phone, to hide the diasporic dimensions of the body’s curves, and to pretend that straight hair is somehow preferred. It’s to be the right kind of Black in spaces where to be the Black friend is to assent to being a tool of progressive angst rather than accepted for the differences you carry. It’s to hear a supervisor or colleague say, “Oh, I never think about the fact that she’s Black.” It’s to be told by your white boss that class matters more than race in America, which she knows is true because her wealthy and successful Black friend told her.


In design firms, the pressures of cultural fit are an explicit element of studio culture based on the presumed benefit to collaborative work in which all parties speak the same basic cultural language. Of course, the presumed benefits of cultural hegemony should be anathema to any design spaces that purport to be global, universal, or oriented toward social good. Yet, throughout the 1990s and 2000s, many creative workplaces adopted the standard of “cultural fit” in their hiring practices, arguing that colleagues could only effectively work together if they shared cultural experiences and expectations. The concern they expressed was that, in order for a creative business to work well, to thrive, the people in the company had to hold a general understanding of one another along cultural lines. Speak the same language, hold the same basic beliefs and values, understand the same references.


Reflecting back on my time at the AIGA (in the late 1990s) and later Pentagram (in the early to mid-2000s), I’m struck by how similar many of us were in physical type. No one is particularly fat or tall. The girls are all quite pretty. The men are all quite square. For the most part, if we all traded clothes, you might not blink an eye. As the only person of color on my team, I might stand out for my slightly darker skin and curly hair, but as a light-skinned woman, it’s not a striking difference. It feels less like a choice than a preference, and so perfectly benign. But in fact, company culture is a tool for discriminating against difference in the name of unit cohesion. A culture of sameness becomes a culture of consent as everyone’s anxiety to fit in prevents anyone from articulating dissent. In fact, I frequently voiced my concerns about the “default whiteness” of photographic images on corporate communications and was routinely shut down and quite overtly made to feel like the troublemaker. More than ten years later, in the shadow of the George Floyd protests, a former colleague reached out to me to acknowledge that she wished she had spoken up at the time. The pressure to conform had silenced her, even as an ally or advocate. What cultural hegemony breeds is not just collaboration but complicity, as our peers are taught not to honor their intersectional differences—their multidimensionality—but to prioritize fitting in. That’s the damage of appropriateness. That’s the harm of neutrality. That’s the fallacy of cohesion.


In design spaces, the challenges of identity have manifested more insidiously, as a preference for an aesthetic defined by European Modernism—which draws as much from Afrikan, Black, and global diasporic cultures as it does from strictly European traditions. European Modernism came to define excellence in the field, and so to seek acceptance as a designer has required mirroring European Modernism and its disciples as closely as possible. If you were a Black designer making work that defied, challenged, or rejected the prevailing preference, your work was simply deemed wrong. Inferior, perhaps. Unprofessional, likely. Niche, if you were lucky. Aesthetics, somehow, could be cast as an objective judgment distinct from a judgment of the designer’s personal presentation. You’re not not being hired because you’re a Black designer but because your portfolio expresses your Blackness in a way that does not conform to the aesthetic ideal. Or in the flippant vernacular of a renowned design leader at a prestigious, East Coast graphic design agency, “It’s crap.”


Again, an intersectional lens in this context does not require that Black or POC designers reject European modernism in whole or in part. It is not an anti-Bauhaus, anti–Swiss Grid, or anti-minimalist stance. What it does allow us to identify is the way in which the design field privileges that aesthetic viewpoint and those who practice it to the exclusion and marginalization of all others. Zimbabwean, Guatemalan, Anishinaabe, Laotian, Maori, Pakistani, or Guyanese designers in the US are required to smooth the edges of cultural or aesthetic particularity for the false universal, translating them into European modernist terms in order to be seen as contemporary or relevant. A video tour of a Swiss Grid exhibition at Poster House posted on Vimeo in in 2020 (which has been removed from the platform and is no longer available for viewing), begins with design critic Paul Shaw referring to a pre-grid poster as “terrible” simply because it does not abide by the grid. The critique does not meet that work on its own terms but rather only in the context of the method that has come to be seen as preferable. While Shaw may indeed prefer the Swiss Grid posters, that preference should not render all other forms valueless.


So within the context of intersectionality, we are also seeing an argument between Pluriverse-ness and Cosmopolitanism, between the cultural positionalities-of-place in a globalized cultural and economic ecosystem and the fallacies of “universalism.”


PART III. INTERSECTIONAL FUTURES


This anthology positions itself at the intersection of critique, discourse, manifesto, and invitation. It is also a celebration and exploration of many intersections we carry as Black and Black PoC designers, educators, scholars, curators, and writers. We hope that this book reflects some of the multidimensionality of its readers, and also that it creates space for us all to be whole in all the places we create, critique, teach, and learn design. We hope that it provides new languages and inspirations, new histories and futures, new data points and lyrical expressions for its readers’ particular intersectionalities. Because design has always been that. At its best, design has always been multidimensional and complex; and it has also been small and particular.


In June 2021, as I began working on this essay, my beloved mother became an ancestor. In her passing, I’ve found myself going through her things—clothing, jewelry, papers, precious mementos; items she purchased and the many, many beautiful things she made with her own hands. My mother made lace, sewed clothes, embroidered everything from pillows to wall hangings. My mother—an Afro-Indigenous-Brazilian woman who was an immigrant to the United States—was never called a designer. Her identity card lists her profession as “dressmaker,” but to many people she was a maid, a housekeeper, a domestic worker. She was undereducated and worked in what was deemed “unskilled labor.” But she was also a designer. She utilized tools and materials to make things that gave joy to and had purpose for others. She wasn’t constrained by the needs of mass production or cultural critique. She never scaled up or suffered over how to brand herself. What she made were expressions of the love she transmitted into the objects she designed and produced with care.


As I reflect on the future of design, and the future of Black experiences in design, I look to my own mother’s past and ask, how did the act of making make her feel whole? How did her many forms of identity—her race, ethnicity, gender, beliefs, and concerns—intersect in the spaces where head, heart, and hand met the materials of making? And equally, how did structural systems disadvantage her capacities as a designer because they could never see her in that way; because she could not perform “designer” as would have been required of her? How can we ensure that our design spaces correct the marginalization and erasures of its too proximal past and make space for any and all of us? How are we all made whole in the spaces where our various forms of identity and creativity allow us to thrive with complexity, multidimensionality, and our most honest forms of self? The editors of this anthology hope that these stories join in the conversations designers are already negotiating wherever they are. We hope that all the voices that seek to be heard, all the hands that apply themselves to making, and all the ways in which design finds users, audiences, participants and critics—that all find some version of themselves reflected here.


NOTES


1. Kimberlé Crenshaw, Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics (University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989).
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Chapter Introduction: 
Kareem Collie


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


A design practice, a creative practice, it occurs to me, is something outside of how and what we are responding to as we wind down the clock of each workday—a set of reflexes developed over time to meet specific challenges on the job. Instead, practice should be understood as an intentional ongoing act of honing skills, methods, and techniques to move one’s craft forward. It is a deepening of understanding about the subtle nuances of an area of knowledge, through trial and error, inspiring new insights that are then exercised. Practice is a conscious process of cultivating expertise; it is a journey toward the mastery of your craft. And, for the Black creative professional, this journey can be an obstacle course, a course filled with distraction, seemingly insurmountable barriers, land mines, and it is a journey often traveled alone.


Practice takes focus, awareness, support, and space, and professionally these characteristics may not be readily available for Black creative professionals as they seek to navigate majority-white spaces. Before the Black designer can set out to practice their craft, there is a need for them to practice being a creative professional within these spaces—a need to learn a new language, new reference points, and new ways of being in one’s body. Early in my career, I remember being stopped while walking through the office by one of the leadership. They’d stopped me to ask why they never saw me smiling. It hadn’t struck me that I didn’t often smile as I moved throughout the workday. In fact, I considered myself a beacon of positivity around the office, both socially and productively. In reflecting on their question I realized that as a young man I’d actually practiced a type of stone-facedness in my East New York neighborhood. Walking around happy-go-luckily might not have gone over so well. Their question could be seen as a fairly innocuous query, but it had an impact. It’s a subtle thing, remembering to put a smile on your face, but each time I knowingly curled my lips up was a reminder of my practice of being in that space, a space that felt “other.” The aggregate of these subtle practices can add up to what Dr. Courtney Cogburn calls a weathering of the Black body in the 1000 Cut Journey1 of the life of that body—living, working, and being—in majority-white spaces.


And, in truth, it isn’t always subtle. Sometimes, you are simply confronted with racism. Once, a project manager from a prominent beverage company (I would rather not equate them to the company on a whole), in an effort to rally my small design team for a project being conducted in West Africa, stated that they wanted to so thoroughly swarm the market that mothers would feed their babies this beverage instead of breast milk. They followed this statement with, “not really . . . but seriously . . . ” The comment and the image it aroused hit viscerally. It took a certain practice to maintain my demeanor. At that moment I decided that my job on that project would be as a shield, an amplifier of that community, and as a leader on the project that’s what I did.


Being in these spaces, often as one of less than a handful of other Black bodies, takes focus, awareness, support, and space . . . it takes practice. This section, “Design Practice,” asks the following: What do we practice as Black folk to support and sustain us in our professional design practice? What must we master on our journey to master our craft?


Over the course of this section we will hear from design professionals who have found success on the road to mastering their craft and ask them what it is that they’ve practiced as Black folks to arrive where they are in their careers.


We introduce this chapter with a 1970 essay by design icon Dorothy Hayes, who curated an exhibition with a concurrent article for Communication Arts titled, “An Exhibition by Black Artists.” Her prescient work set the stage for the design community to begin the long, difficult conversation about how Black designers are seen, though more often not acknowledged, by the profession. Much of what we know today as the question “where are the Black designers” begins with Hayes, who spoke not only of her own struggle but advocated fiercely for Black artists, illustrators, and designers.


In a conversation, Dantley Davis, Darhil Crooks, and Ian Spalter reflect on their careers—beginnings, hurdles, successes, drivers, and what it has been like to often be the only Black person in the room making decisions for some of the world’s largest online and media platforms.


In “Another Brick in the Wall,” R. Vann Graves shares wisdom he received from his parents early in his life that has had a great impact on his journey as a leader in the advertising world. He describes his practice of fortifying his acceptability in the predominantly white advertising industry.


In “The Four Pillars,” Jon holds up his design practice with the four pillars that he has identified as fundamental to his identity as a Queer Black designer and educator. Quinlin B. Messenger and Jon Key both practice a celebration of intersectionality in their design work. In “To Be Just . . . Steward: Some Life Lyrics,” Quin draws from experiences along three legacy vectors that construct his racial and cultural identity to form a model of design as a mode of stewardship.


And finally, Annika Hansteen-Izora discusses approaches to both navigating spaces and collaboratively creating spaces that nourish and facilitate connections as part of their design practice. She/they/he notes the importance of building new spaces that exist outside of structures already “informed by the academy, or hierarchy, or supremacy” and the necessity of actively making and sharing as a process for generating sources of joy, community, and a sense of personal authenticity.
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EDITOR’S NOTE:


This essay is reprinted with permission from Communication Arts Magazine. When designer Dorothy Hayes first came to New York in 1957, she found few Blacks in the art and design professions. She vowed “. . . that if I made it I would never turn my back on any Black person who came to me for advice and information, and who really wanted to learn.” This exhibition is part of her total effort in keeping that promise.


—Kareem Collie


 


 


 


 


Excerpted from the original published essay: A wide-ranging exhibition of graphic communication—including design, illustration, advertising, television commercials and film—is currently on a two-year tour of art schools and colleges. Originated, planned, selected and produced by Black artists, it presents the work of forty-nine Black men and women from the New York metropolitan area. Except for collections of fine arts assembled under museum auspices, it is believed to be the first exhibition in this country to present a representative showing of graphics by Black professional artists.


The exhibition was the joint idea of cochairmen Dorothy Hayes and Joyce Hopkins. Miss Hayes teaches advertising concept at the New York City Community College as well as operating her own design studio in New York. Joyce Hopkins is a designer with Harper & Row, book publishers. The selection committee was made up of Black artists and designers. In addition to Miss Hayes and Miss Hopkins, it included Seldon Dix, Jr., graphic designer; Alex Oliver, Carl Overr and Roy Lagrone, art directors; Reynold Ruffins, illustrator; and Mahler Ryder, illustrator and instructor in drawing at the Rhode Island School of Design. Georg Olden served as a consultant to the committee, as did Leo Fassler, vice-president and associate creative director at Benton & Bowles.


Lubalin, Smith, Carnase & Ferriter volunteered their resources to design and mount the exhibition which appeared first, early this year, at the Composing Room's Gallery 303 in New York.
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EDITOR’S NOTE:


The following interview took place on June 17, 2021, via videoconference from Northern California and Tokyo, Japan. I facilitated the conversation between Dantley Davis, chief design oﬃcer at Twitter, Darhil Crooks, creative director at Apple, and Ian Spalter, head of Instagram Japan, about practicing design, holding space for others, mastering one’s craft, and being the lone Black voice in the room. This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.


—Kareem Collie


 


 


 


 


KAREEM COLLIE: Let’s start by talking about how you three have navigated creative spaces as Black men.


DARHIL CROOKS: Beginning at The Source was probably the best thing that could have happened for me because you could be yourself, I wasn’t going into an corporate office. We were a bunch of twenty-year-old kids that all loved hip-hop, partying together, hanging out together, and it was also our job. There are a lot of people who started out like that, working with people like Arem Duplessis and Wyatt Mitchell, who started at Vibe and Blaze. There was this moment in the late 90s, early 2000s, that I think was pivotal to a lot of early careers. Suddenly, we were the ones creating the content. I could be myself, have fun, have a job, and study this craft. That gave me the confidence to say I don’t have to do the corporate thing. Yes, I’ve had to do it in some versions, I guess; there have been times where I’ve rocked the tie every day, just because I wanted to be the tie guy. We were figuring all this stuff out.


IAN SPALTER: I had a similar experience. I started at New York Online, which was founded by Omar Wasow, another Black tech luminary. I’d say he’s definitely OG status, starting up in his Brooklyn apartment, a very entrepreneurial environment. It was a purely multicultural environment, not just Black and Brown, different types of people. I was in an internship, when the web was just getting started. I think as an environment, I didn’t have to really think about my identity much. In fact, Omar was biracial in the same way I am—Black and Jewish. They’d actually filled all of their slots when I applied, but Jen Beckman, a white woman, checked out my website and they opened another slot for me. You know there is this element of—who’s going to give you the opportunity to get your foot in the door? It’s a blessing to have that. This first opportunity led to BlackPlanet and other things. It was tremendous for me. It’s during this early phase that you are just trying to practice your craft, let alone master it. I had the opportunity to do that and be treated professionally. There’s just so much to learn about the craft, let alone jumping straight into environments where you must figure out how to operate. Not just how do you be a designer, it’s about “how do you eat?” There is a decade of that. Getting started in a space where we don’t have to worry about the other stuff is tremendously valuable.


DANTLEY DAVIS: Early in my career, I worked for a company called Net Noir, which was a competitor of BlackPlanet.


IS: Not really a competitor. I mean . . . !


DD: You’re right . . . It was nipping at the ankles of BlackPlanet. The founders were Black. And a few of the production team were Black, but I didn’t feel any form of camaraderie. One, I was the only Black person doing development work, the only designer, and also the engineer. And the producers were all white. There was a Black man who was a producer, who I confided in at times. But one of my biggest challenges was the generational gap. I was nineteen and they were all in their thirties or forties. Because of that generation gap, I just felt awkward. I couldn’t share music; my social scene was different. I freaked out about everything that happened, and they were all cool and collected. I did find solace that the subject matter that came up in the office was not controversial. It was all culturally relevant. That was a very stark difference from other start-ups I’d been at prior and then with companies that I went to afterward. In these other spaces I could not get any form of connection to what was happening in and around the culture and zeitgeist of Black people.


One thing that was odd to me was that even though the company was cofounded by Black men, it wasn’t supportive; I was made to feel small, a lot. I was made to feel that I had a place in this environment. And that place was on the production side. There was a chasm between the folks who were on the business side, the Black cofounders. And then there were the people who were basically tightening the bolts to make the business operate. I remember one particular moment, in which I was wearing an Eddie Bauer jacket that I’d just bought, and the CEO came to me and told me, “I paid for that.” Here is someone who I respected because he’s a successful Black man; he wore a suit every day. Something that I had not ever seen in my life. But he felt okay belittling me. I think that soured me in some way, moving forward working with companies that were about that type of culture, if they weren’t about degrees of inclusion, beyond just race.


I’ve worked in other environments where I worked with very explicit racist people. But I knew that. And so, I knew where the line was. I knew where they stood on issues. Although it was isolating, I knew where the landmines were, versus being in a place where I let my guard down. And I stepped on a landmine.


IS: You know, there is usually a lot of trauma running through families, right. But in families you don’t have to put your guard up or worry about a certain expected type of decorum. That’s what I’m taking away from your anecdote, Dantley. I can imagine that surely this person was also made to feel subjugated. And now you’re going to feel what I felt. It takes a certain evolved person to get past that and say, this is someone I can help lift.


DD: Yeah, I never thought about it that way. But in thinking back to some of the conversations we had and the way that he acted toward me he may have seen me like a kid brother.


IS: Reflecting on the beginning of this conversation. I definitely think there was a phase where I was thinking about trying to master my craft, and then figuring out where I need to go work to do that? I needed validation from companies that weren’t particularly focused on our communities. There is definitely a trap that you can get into when working in spaces like the ones we started in. They’re accepting and welcoming, but breaking out to other more mainstream companies can be difficult; they don’t necessarily value the work that you’re doing in those companies. As a young designer a lot of my career decisions were based on seeking work that was suited to a more mass audience to build my portfolio.


I managed to find environments that, while they weren’t particularly less diverse, I wasn’t the only one. Although, I felt the weight of being one of the few Black male designers there. I think that I definitely practiced being myself; I never got too dressed up, maybe for big presentations and things. But I’ve always dressed how I dress; I had locks for many years. I always felt physically comfortable showing up for work. However, I definitely felt I had to evolve my design practice, to be in spaces that were certainly more white and maybe a little more competitive.


Stepping into those environments certainly helped me to sharpen my skills. That said I feel as though in that phase of my career, I wasn’t thinking enough about bringing more of us into those spaces. I remember interviewing this Black guy for an opening at the agency I was working for. I gave him the thumbs-up. But, I remember just grilling him. I knew he was talented, but I was very self-aware of how we reflect each other. In that environment any one of our failures would reflect on the other’s failures. Later, after he got the job, I apologized to him. But looking back I feel like I went in there with some baggage that in hindsight wasn’t about me. Before me, there was another Black designer that left a bad reputation at the agency who’d ended up being more talk than actual work. They’d grilled me coming in as well, reflecting this other person onto me. And I did the same . . . traumatic programming that plays out there. You chase that validation, and once you have it, you’re trying to protect it. In a world where we’re all reflecting on each other, you end up judging; you can potentially end up judging your own people more harshly as a result.


DC: That desire for validation is super real. I never wanted to feel like I’m a Black designer who only designs things that are related to the Black experience. As a designer, you want to be able to design everything. That meant working at The Source is cool, but I got to get to GQ, to Esquire, New York Times, these prestigious publications. I think that’s the part of what has kept me going. And maybe part of what helped me get to where I am, as messed up as it might sound—this is cool, but I gotta get there.


I mentioned Rem and Wyatt earlier. In magazine and publishing these two were the only Black guys that were creative directors; there were women, no Black women, no Black people, except for these two out of all these magazines. Gail Anderson did amazing work at Rolling Stone, but she was out of the magazine industry at this point. For me it was “I got to get there!” Based on that idea of validation. It’s messed up that we need that validation, because of these other properties, other magazines, etc. . . . If there’s talent there, I’m sure everybody’s saying, I gotta get to that next thing, this isn’t good enough. And I think that’s the problem with this industry, with the way we work as a society.
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A wide-ranging exhibition of graphic communication —
including design, illustration, advertising, television com-
mercials and film — is currently on a two-year tour of art
schools and colleges. Originated, planned, selected and
produced by Black artists, it presents the work of 49 Black
men and women from the New York metropolitan area.
Except for collections of fine arts assembled under mu-
seum auspices, it is believed to be the first exhibition
in this country to present a representative showing of
graphics by Black professional artists

The exhibition was the joint idea of co-chairmen
Dorothy Hayes and Joyce Hopkins. Miss Hayes teaches
advertising concept at the New York City Community
College as well as operating her own design studio in New
York. Joyce Hopkins is a designer with Harper & Row,
book publishers.

The selection committee was made up of Black artists
and designers. In addition to Miss Hayes and Miss Hopkins,
it included Seldon Dix, Jr., graphic designer; Alex Oliver,
Carl Overr and Roy Lagrone, art directors; Reynold Ruffins,
illustrator; and Mahler Ryder, illustrator and instructor in
drawing at the Rhode Isiand School of Design.

Georg Olden served as a consultant to the committe,
as did Leo Fassler, vice-president and associate creative
director at Benton & Boy

Lubalin, Smith, Camase & Ferriter volunteered their
resources to design and mount the exhibition which
appeared first, early this year, at the Composing Room's
Gallery 303 in New York.

Several films were shown as part of the exhibition
Poet, composer, painter, photographer and_filmmaker
Gordon Parks was represented with a 25-minute auto-
biographical film. Seventeen television commercials by
Georg Olden were shown, as were commercials by pro-
ducers Ted Shearer, Bill Mason, Alex Oliver, Dorothy
Hayes and Tee Collins. An IBM sales recruiting film de-
signed for use in recruiting sessions in Black schools was
also presented. It was produced, directed and shot by
Roy Inman

A special music score to accompany the exhibition
was written by Gene Casey.
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