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PREFACE


I began writing about illustration, graphic commentary, and satiric art history and contemporary practice in the mid-1970s. Many of the artists I covered were also poster artists, typographers and graphic designers, so an interest in graphic design developed, and by the early 1980s I was deeply involved in exploring, analyzing, and critiquing visual culture. At that time there were a sizable number of magazine and newspaper outlets—and books—for my essays and feature stories on the roles that all manner of “communication graphics” played in the popular, political, cultural, and social worlds. I produced hundreds of articles from interviews to profiles, from surveys to concept stories, from lengthy to short profiles of persons, places, and things—often as many as two or three stories a week for over three dozen years.


I was not the only design writer of my ilk, but there were very few of us in the seventies and early to mid-eighties. Most bona fide art historians and critics kept their distance, although a few entered the design world through the back door—and covered the commercial artists who also were “fine” artists (of which there were many from William Morris to Pablo Picasso to Barbara Kruger). Most of the design writing itself fell stylistically into two groups: academic and trade. The former was laden with jargon meant to be understood by a small group of scholars. The latter was more technical or celebratory, leaving very little room for criticism.


When I began writing I did not attempt to avoid these two extremes. I admit to writing my share of pseudo-academicism for which I had little training or patience— and only ended that when I was told point-blank by a respected designer that she could not understand a word I was saying. At first, I took it as a compliment in support of my deliberate aloofness yet I realized that my real purpose was not to make an exclusionary language but to reach people of all kinds and to make design less rarified than it was.


Thanks in large part to PRINT magazine’s editor, Martin Fox, I began to develop a personal voice in the primarily trade-oriented design press. Sometimes it was deliberately contentious to kick up some dust, other times it was purely informational. I usually allowed the story itself to guide how and with what levels of observation, reportage, or critique I would cover a subject. For instance, I wrote on aesthetics in general and aesthetics as a political tool. I enjoyed discovering connections between graphic design and other art and cultural forms. I reveled in writing about forgotten and unknown design masters and their respective schools, movements, or plain old relationships. Since as popular culture, graphic design has as many links to the past as every other integral art form, I found endless revelations and connotations to work with. Stories about design, designers, and their impact on our lives were abundant.


I often claimed that graphic design subjects provided me with an endless supply of fascinating themes. Paul Rand said “Design is Everywhere,” and I’ll add that everything can be narrated through a design perspective. With that in mind, I came up with dozens of story ideas a week. Some were obvious, others not. Some were easy to tell, others were more difficult to get the story right.


I feel fortunate to have come of age during—and perhaps even contributed to—the growth of graphic design journalism. The “trade magazines” that had hegemony of design writing for so long—since before the turn of the century—were beginning to be complemented and supplemented by new design voices. Print was not the first, but it arguably led the charge from exclusively professional news to intellectual and deep-dive journalism. But the others quickly followed suit.


I did my share of purely professional articles but each year design magazines were looking for a happy editorial balance between industry concerns, profiles, and social commentary. I’d like to think I played a significant role in changing the tone and direction of design journals. And while this has become more relevant with the advent of blogs, it began in print and continues there as well. I am also proud to say that I certainly helped in making graphic design more visible and accessible in mainstream periodicals and newspapers.


I have contributed hundreds of stories to everything from Baseline to the New York Times (and now a lot online, including The Daily Heller, a blog I have done for the past seven or more years). It is not being modest to say that I may have abetted in raising the public’s consciousness of those assemblages of type and image, often called visual communications, to a larger and more appreciative audience. Although some of my topics are admittedly arcane or eccentric, I have done my best to make this field understandable to those in and out of it. (The AIGA has even named their annual critical and cultural design writing award in my name. One of my proudest honors.)


I have not done this alone. In everything I have done, the editors have made my words better and designers have framed my stories in order to best capture the reader’s attention. For making my words worth reading I thank them all.
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HELLO GRADS (2021)


Each year I prepare an original graduation commencement speech on the off chance that some art and design school, somewhere, would invite me to a last-minute fill-in. I’ve received zero calls in over ten years but the following persistently continues the tradition (and it is free for those interested in my words of wisdom).


Greetings Class of . . .


You’ve heard it a lot: This has been an unprecedented year. Although warned that the odds of a pandemic are high, our leaders on the whole had chosen to ignore caution.


So, here we are, for a second graduation, sitting in front of our retina screens either in self-isolation or among self-selected people pods.


Instead of caps and gowns you’ve had to wear personal protective equipment (PPE). Instead of receiving your diplomas on a stage before your family and friends, you’ve been reduced to a Zoom rectangle, YouTube video, or both. You’ve endured as many indignities as allowable, indeed mandated, by law. You’ve been deemed more or less too young or unessential, therefore late in getting your vaccinations, if at all. You’ve been unable to socialize or celebrate with the full cohort of classmates, and you’ve been inconvenienced by time-zone variations.


Tough luck.


You can take some solace in the realization you’re not alone. Everyone is in the same boat—the good ship COVID.


For some it has been a rough voyage. However, for others it’s been a smooth cruise. Those who lost loved ones deserve so much more than sympathy. Many who were left unscathed must be grateful for a veritable yearlong holiday.


Okay, the truth is that working remotely, especially for a design student, is no picnic, but for some it’s been a kind of free lunch. While many of you have suffered degrees of PTSD, others used the crisis productively to create a slew of entrepreneurial opportunities. The pandemic demanded innovative design practice and strategic thinking more than ever before—whether to create viable lifestyle alternatives or to take the time needed to pursue your expressive ventures.


Some of you engaged in public service while others followed the muse. Rather than limit employment (and despite the high unemployment rates in other industries and crafts) designers were needed to solve new problems and unforeseen necessities. Whether designing a cautionary poster or novel ways to socially commune, designers were called upon to help relieve the bombardment of travails imposed upon us by COVID-19 and its nasty variants. The pandemic was bad but arguably not the fires of hell. History is replete with worse aberrations.


Then again, look at the upside. Less air, highway, and city traffic equaled less pollution (trees are greener this spring). Wearing face masks reduced the spread of various airborne illnesses (colds were down and flu was negligible). Quarantine gave legitimate excuses for not meeting up with anyone you didn’t want to see. You were the master of your own domain (even if it was a cramped dorm room). Stress was distributed in a more equal manner. And “diversity, equality, inclusion” (DEI) was brought to the fore in many institutions where inequality, abuse, and racism had previously been taken for granted.


There were lots of ancillary consequences, both good and bad. With remote classes, students were able to visit guest and expert lectures that would have been impossible otherwise. Streaming films, conferences, and other events were a boon to education and entertainment—sometimes merging the two into a teach-in fiesta. Most of these virtual assets were probably going to happen in the future anyway, but the pandemic sped the deployment of distance classes more quickly.


Many people tragically lost their jobs, incomes, and savings. But where would we have been with considerably less access to products and commodities, without the online retail portals that have been essential to daily existence and, therefore, more profitable than ever? We hope profits will work their way to workers.


Although social distancing prevented in-person family gatherings, holiday celebrations, and collective grieving, exacerbating our loneliness and despair, the pandemic forced all of us to reevaluate what is most valued as human experience.


As the virus danger “recedes,” in large part through the concerted efforts of many intelligent people who fought the foe with discipline and courage (despite the stupid political intransience of some), designers, design educators, and design administrators must now learn important lessons to prepare for the future.


Let’s recall the story of the “Three Little Pigs” (thanks to Steven Guarnaccia), who each received architectural commissions to build their own houses, all to serve as protection (let’s say from swine flu or an impending wolf-borne disease). The tale speaks volumes about the importance of making the right design decisions:




The first little pig met a man carrying a bundle of straw.


“Excuse me,” said the first little pig politely. “Would you please sell some of your straw so I can make a house?”


The man readily agreed and the first little pig went off to find a good place to build his house.


The other little pigs carried on along the road and, soon, they met a man carrying a bundle of sticks.


“Excuse me,” said the little pig politely. “Would you please sell me some sticks so I can build a house?”


The man readily agreed and the little pig said goodbye to his brother.


The third little pig didn’t think much of their ideas:


“‘I’m going to build myself a much bigger, better, stronger house,” he thought, and he carried off down the road until he met a man with a cartload of bricks.


“Excuse me,” said the third little pig, as politely as his mother had taught him.


“Please can you sell me some bricks so I can build a house?”


“Of course,” said the man. “Where would you like me to unload them?”


The third little pig looked around and saw a nice patch of ground under a tree.


“Over there,” he pointed.





They all set to work, and by nighttime the house of straw and the house of sticks were built, but the house of bricks was only just beginning to rise above the ground. The first and second little pigs laughed; they thought their brother was really silly having to work so hard when they had finished.


I think you all know the ending. When designing to prevent catastrophe, think bricks!




A FOGGY CRYSTAL BALL


Every talk I give to student groups usually ends with basically the same question: “What is the future of graphic design?” Somewhat facetiously but truthfully, I answer: “If I knew, I’d be doing it.” In fact, my crystal ball is usually foggy, but I do have a clear idea worth considering. It has nothing to do with the inevitable end of paper or irrepressibility of the World Wide Web or the rise of artificial intelligence. The fact is we’re already living in the future, and it is now and it is you. It includes everything we do today and will continue to do tomorrow, with the addition of a few discoveries along the way. That itself is enough, don’t you think?


Moreover, you’re not really asking me, an aging mortal who used a rotary phone, to be Nostradamus. You want to make certain that there is a job waiting for you—in fact, many jobs—and that you have the talent and skill to be among those who are tapped to do those jobs. Behind every question about the future, is what can I do now? Which makes sense. Many of you probably took on considerable debt to get a design education and you want some assurances that it was not in vain.


I cannot, however, offer that career counseling. Every day you learn more than I know. Still, I can tell you that the future—even as it occurs at today’s accelerated speed—doesn’t happen overnight. It takes a few days, months, even years. So if you do what you already do well, while keeping your eye on the horizon, you’ll figure out the future. That said, thinking ahead is essential to any creative survival. As newly minted graduates, you’re too young to get stuck in ruts of convention. But rather than ask me what the future will be, make the future your own.


There are some of you here who will graduate and go on to invent, if you haven’t already done so, new ways of conceiving, making, and communicating messages—of becoming form-givers and (in the argot of today) influencers. Graphic designers are at a perfect juncture between old and new technologies to create “products” and involve themselves in “ventures” and start-ups. My concept of the present-future of graphic design has always long been about independent thought leading to autonomous results. This isn’t to say that designers will abandon all client-driven work for the sanctity of their own laboratories. It means that my hobby horse is design entrepreneurship and the ABCs of “art, business, culture.” Art is inherent in everything a designer does (it might also be called craft and can be defined as combining ingenuity with aesthetic quality); business is essential to everything a designer does, especially to be able to sustain the art; and culture is the structure that designers continually build through their wares.


The second question I am most asked by students is what should they do right out of school. Should they go to work for a major or minor corporation or a big or small design firm, be a single proprietor, or start a freelance studio? You don’t need a soothsayer for that. Everyone will say do what makes sense. If you want to go into a special area of design, do it! If you want to learn what you missed in school, do it! If you want to experience an experience, do that too! Very few designers are equipped to jump from the cloistered academy into the fire and brimstone of a self-run business. But some are adept and courageous. Do that too!


Whatever the decision, the commencement is a beginning. I suspect that everyone, no matter how accomplished, would like a chance to commence again (I know I do). This is a time to aggressively push forward, try the tried and untried, and show us all why you are the future.




THE TIME TO INNOVATE


This is an amazing and critical time in our history—your history. Creativity is arguably America’s number one economic and cultural asset. Conceiving, making, and producing ingenious, indeed extraordinary, ideas are within the hands of the entrepreneurial designer. And they are wanted and needed by the vanguard corporations that value creative outcomes. This is your time.


But I’m not here to cheerlead for something that many of you already know . . . and that some of you are already doing. Today I want to take a brief moment to talk about time.


All your skill and talent is dependent on how you perceive time. Einstein believed that the past, present, and future all exist simultaneously. I wish this were entirely true. I wish we could control time and our place in it.


[image: images]


I’m no Einstein, but I’ve been thinking more and more about how our concept of time as either temporal or eternal causes certain problems. Whether we practice a religion or not, time in Judeo-Christian thinking is “the arena of man’s decision on his way to an eternal destiny.” Time is skewed toward defining the space between a beginning and an end. This suggests a philosophical problem, but maybe it is actually a design problem too, though it is not one easily solved by redesigning a watch face without any numbers. Or, as they do in Las Vegas, eliminate clocks entirely.


Time is our tool, not our master. But as Marshall McLuhan rightly said, “We shape our tools and thereafter our tools shape us.” In other words, over time we have become slaves to time—and by extension we are burdened by routine.


Time is finite and infinite, temporal and eternal and neither concept is very comforting. Not having enough time is frustrating, while having too much time can be daunting. But time, I recently read, and I love the concept, is only quantitative and not qualitative. What you accomplish in a span of time is not determined by the time you have but by how devoted you are to reaching a goal.


As you begin your creative lives and livelihoods, how you balance, indeed control, time is of the essence. Yet how time manages you is too often what occurs instead in most of our lives. Creative people like you exist in a time paradox.


So many of you believe there is only limited time to make your mark, and yet you also know it takes time to make truly valuable contributions. Creativity is one endeavor, unlike athletics, where time does not diminish capacity.


Yet digital technology has accelerated time and timekeeping. This is another paradox. While it is exciting to be able to produce our work at ever-greater speeds, expectations—our own and our client’s—increase as the time for reflection decreases.


Rapid prototyping may be a boon to some industries, but it imposes speed as an ultimate virtue. Believe me, beating the clock does not ensure great work.


Here’s a little parable I’d like to share with you: Taking express trains may get you to where you’re going faster, but more often than not, too early. And then what? More time to check your email or Twitter feed? Nonetheless, we all wish we had more time . . .


Think about that wonderful Sunday every fall when (if you live on the East Coast of the United States) we move our clocks back one hour. I long for and savor that day, even though I know I pay it forward in the spring.


Since Eastern Standard Time comes only once a year, I have a time-cheating method—call it a time pyramid scheme—that lasts all year. I turn my bedside clock ahead by twenty minutes. I’m sure some of you here must do something like that. Then, owing to some flaw in the machinery, every three days or so, the clock also advances by a minute on its own.


If I had continued my own studies I might be able to do the math. I can tell you that by the end of the month I’ve accrued a good number of extra minutes, which I use for work or other things. I know I’m stealing from Peter to pay Paul; intellectually I realize free extra time cannot exist. Still the delusion works until the weekend, when I am so tired I can’t get out of bed.


At any time, but certainly as you get older, time is the most valuable, yet ethereal thing—you can never, ever possess it. So you have to make the best of it. You have to use it wisely to get everything you can get from it.


Both my parents died recently. They were in their early to mid-nineties. Their time was apparently up. But the time they had was remarkably joyful and productive. When the end comes, however, it seems that the time was too short. Being creative is one way to compensate for this brief stay on earth. And I’m not trying to be maudlin.


For the past three or four years your time has been filled with creative studies. Now comes the time for creative production. You are ready to make things—great things, however you might define what you mean by great. Tomorrow, probably in the late afternoon, when you wake up after your postgraduation partying, your sense of time will be different than it has been up to now. Schooltime and work time are as different as peas and carrots (or gas and electric). Tomorrow, the clock begins to tick off the rest of your life.


So, use this time to make your time valuable. More importantly, define what time means for you. It does not have to be a conventional definition. And it should not be based on a routine timesheet.


Einstein proved that time is relative, not absolute as Newton claimed. You can design your time for optimum impact on you and others.


I’d want to end by paraphrasing the great British philosopher Sir Michael Philip (Mick) Jagger:


Time, time, time is on your side, yes it is.


So, congratulations to all of you graduating in the class of 2013. And thank you, College for Creative Studies, for validating my time card.




QUESTIONS FOR BUDDING DESIGNERS


The blooming of multicolored academic robes—a chromatic bouquet of academic regalia—means just one thing: It is spring commencement season. That joyful time for students who are ready to join the world’s design fields. Bravo! But for me it means anticipating the call that never comes. I’m talking about a request inviting me to offer ten to fifteen minutes of wisdom to a cohort of newly graduated artists and designers. This spring is no exception. However, adhering to tradition, I write a commencement address just in case a scheduled speaker gets ill, tests positive, or misses their plane. This year’s topic is not, however, my usual optimistic hurrah but rather some important questions that many of you who will have to address at some time during your professional lives, particularly now that we’ve entered an age of increased (and not altogether unwarranted) sensitivity. I admit up front that I do not have answers but knowing the questions is a good beginning. So, let’s begin . . .


What do you say (or not) when you don’t like someone’s work?


Should you volunteer an opinion if you think someone’s work is not to your taste?


How honest should you be with a colleague? Underling? Student? Stranger? Is honest criticism abusive?


Can harsh criticism be construed as abusive?


What is more important, the quality of work? Or the feelings of the worker?


How do you balance the two?


You are working with someone who oversteps their job description. How do you respond?


If that person is threatening your position, how do you respond?


How do you address (or not) professional jealousy in the workplace?


If a colleague gets promoted and is now your superior, what is your response?


If you do not like a fellow worker, what do you say or how do you act?


If you are displeased with a client, what do you do?


How do you handle conflict with a professional friend?


Can respect overcome animosity?


If you believe your personal and/or professional ethics have been compromised, what do you do?


With colleagues, clients, students, or superiors, how do you balance differences in political, religious, and philosophical beliefs?


At what point do you act upon any of these issues?


Should you seek out professional guidance if any of these issues arise?


Here are some examples that have worked for me:


What do you say (or not) when you don’t like someone’s work?


If you are asked for a critique, honesty is best. But someone once told me to look at the best part of someone’s work. With a portfolio, for instance, instead of a blanket rejection, I single out the one or two examples that should be the high bar, explain why that is the case, and that should be the goal. That avoids saying that everything is bad. But what if everything is below “my standard”? There are two alternatives. One is easy to say: “This approach does not appeal to my subjective taste” puts the onus on me (which may be the reality anyway). The other is hard: Unvarnished truth. Whatever that may be, like “You don’t have the skill” or “This is a competitive field and you need to invest more time and effort to make the cut.” Within those poles there is a lot that can be improvised.


Should you volunteer an opinion if you think your response to someone’s work is not to your taste?


Volunteering is tricky. Often someone will show work simply to show the work. They may, in fact, be quite proud of it. Or maybe they are insecure and afraid to ask for an opinion. The best option is to take the temperature of the presenter. Silence says a lot. Saying “interesting but I’m not sure it works” is my usual noncommittal response, which leaves the door open for a follow-up question. The most radical, and possibly helpful, response is complete candor.


How honest should you be with a colleague? Underling? Student? Stranger?


Honesty may not be appreciated at the moment it is given. Or it may be just what is needed. With an underling or student, total honesty is the only correct response. An employee must meet your standard, A student comes to you to learn. A stranger? Again, it depends on what you are willing to invest, but dishonesty isn’t worth your time.


I hope this was useful for some. Now, go out and start working.




COMPETENCY IS NOT AN END PRODUCT


I retired almost ten years ago from my job at the New York Times and left behind my private office, comfy chair, computer, and almost all of my computer design skills. While I was the art director of the Book Review for almost three decades, I needed to learn various new methods and technologies—from how to prepare images for the engraver when we printed on letterpress; how to use a user-unfriendly Harris terminal when we switched over to photo type; preparing page comps on the early Apples and Macs using Quark, then switching over to InDesign (and assorted upgrades); and building press-ready pages populated with text, Photoshop, and Illustrator files. I retained the rote basics—enough to get me through the day—but never mastered advanced techniques (like linking text to image, style sheets, and other now-routine stuff). Still, I was competent.


However, when I returned my ID card to HR, my procedural memory was wiped clean too. The erasure was so sudden that the famed neurologist Dr. Oliver Sacks could have used me as a case study.


I once knew a guy who had suffered a temporary paralyzing stroke. After six months in therapy, he relearned how to use his motor skills. He was fine. Then one day he decided to play tennis. It was his first time on the court since the stroke, and he was volleying very well, yet slowly. Then his opponent returned a serve that went over my friend’s head. He froze, unable to move backward. His opponent, who had some therapeutic knowledge, jumped over the net and went to my friend’s aid.


Apparently, during therapy, my friend was not taught to move in reverse—he simply did not know how to walk backward. This condition, called “learned nonuse,” causes the brain to have even more difficulty paying attention to stroke-affected muscles, therefore making it harder to rehabilitate these muscles and over-relying on unaffected parts of the body. This is where the phrase “use it or lose it!” comes from. My friend’s tennis opponent actually taught him to walk backward then and there.


“Use it or lose it” in my case is presumably solvable. I use a computer every day for writing in Word (an old version), Zoom (which I regularly update), FaceTime, building Keynotes, opening PDFs, searching with Google, and other simple things. I can open a file in Photoshop and do rudimentary tasks, but, frankly, that’s not enough to fulfill my needs or expectations. Even with cheat sheets I have problems following procedures. In effect, I have become incompetent. So, when it comes to making my ideas come to life onscreen, including animations, GIFs, and whatever, I have to have someone do it for me.


At first, I thought that this is part of the aging adventure. There is only so much bandwidth in the brain and since I do not have to regularly design or make files for a book, magazine, or poster, I just pass it on to someone who will follow my direction (or do something better). During this pandemic season, it is no longer a viable solution. It is lazy. However, starting from scratch is not an option.


Fran Lebowitz admitted on her Netflix special Pretend It’s a City miniseries directed by Martin Scorsese that she did not have any marketable skills—she was useless for anything but driving a cab (which she did for a year) or waiting on tables (which was iffy when years ago she did it). Lebowitz does not own a computer or smartphone or have an email account. At least I have all. She also suffers from years of “writer’s blockade.” Her “active compensatory factor” is a bitingly hilarious wit. So, she can make a good living through her talent for talk on the speaking circuit. But the pandemic has been a disaster. I sympathize, but eccentricity only goes so far.


Yet look who’s talking. Being unable to do all but the simplest design tasks, I am forced to do dumb work-arounds. Instead of learning the latest version of InDesign, I screw around with Word (I literally cut and paste, then scan and make a PDF). Without knowledge of Photoshop or Illustrator, I make Keynote slides (make screenshots, cut and paste, make JPEGs, etc.)—I can cope by stitching things together. Usually, I just write down what I’m trying to do and hope that someone with skill (and talent) is not busy or takes pity. It is not ideal, but in lieu of reprogramming, it is a plan.


It is a true fact that once you learn how to swim or ride a bicycle you never forget. It must be true. I have not been on a bike for decades and the other day I hopped on one and within seconds was riding without holding the handlebars (swimming is another thing altogether). Why is this so? Because the action gets stored within the procedural memory, which governs the use of objects and movements. I wish procedural memory could work for me with digital design tools. No such luck.




SELF-ANALYSIS BABBLE


I’ve been spending a lot of time neurotically reevaluating my life. An overdue existential reckoning-self-indulgent-anxiety-provoking-stress-triggering-late-life-whiling-away-of-the-pre-post-pandemic-aftermath.


One of the mind games I’ve considered is (and I’ll wager that most of you have asked yourselves already) why after all the years of being in and around the business of commercial art, graphic design, illustration, propaganda and punditry, I signed up in the first place? Was it really a consuming passion to make creative things and ultimately earn accolades as a result? Or what?


When I was five to seven years old I desperately wanted to be an actor doing commercials, game shows, plays, and whatever would put me in the limelight. Many classmates had the same ambitions (or their parents did) and some seemed to flourish doing so (for a while, at least, until they got into their tweens and could no longer get roles). But, for me, after two years of open and closed auditions (and having to dye my hair blond, which was a necessity for black-and-white TV work), I reluctantly accepted I was not destined for even walk-on parts (though I did have one).
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