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Preface


Some things in life come and go, but the Chermayeff & Geismar logos are eternal.


As a little boy, I was as much affected and reassured by the Chase Manhattan logo and the Mobil Oil sign as I was by the good parenting I received. And like parenting, the deeply felt presence of these iconic symbols was at times as disquieting as it was reassuring. Those iconic symbols were always in the background. They were omnipresent and dominant. Sometimes unnoticed, they were felt. In almost the exact same way as our parents, those monolithic, humorous, homogeneous logos raised us into the country we are, for good or bad.


The social implications of these logos are as varied as the products they represent. Airlines. TV studios. Oil companies. Banks. Arts associations. These are the shaping influences of our lives as Americans, and without those logos our world would have no physical identity. You can say they stand for the strongest part of our country, the pulling to the middle of all classes, all races, religions, and peoples. Large, simple shapes in standard clear-cut colors. Plain, honest images that would instill confidence in anyone. Order and strength. Leadership. Principles that reflect corporate culture, only after the fact of Chermayeff & Geismar. They taught Corporate America how to think.


It’s the same thought as Life Imitating Art. First you have someone with a vision then you have history. Chermayeff & Geismar began designing clean iconic logos before the idea of what we refer to today as “branding.” These symbols gave America something to live up to. Like a stunning psychic vision they knew the future and created it in advance. It is impossible to divorce emotions—even a touch of resentment—from these icons of Corporate America. Regardless of the social implications, they made the world a better-looking place with their presence. You could argue that they made us modern. The simplicity and wit of these symbols are the very definition of the word. They lived with us and represented us through America’s most confident time and will live on into our uncertain future as symbols of our past glory.


Chermayeff & Geismar have given us a past and a future. All the things we get from our parents. And in the same way we look at our parents, the same way we love them, so we scrutinize and love these grand symbols of authority—with the gimlet eye of conditioned love.


Isaac Mizrahi




Foreword: Chermayeff & Geismar, the firm


Chermayeff & Geismar is one of America’s most prolific graphic, interactive, and exhibition design firms. The two names on the marquee belong to the founders Ivan Chermayeff and Tom Geismar, who have defined American postwar modernism. When read together in one rhythmic cadence, the title also signifies an impressive selection and collection of individual designers who have comprised the firm and have impacted the history of communication design.


Chermayeff & Geismar has touched so many businesses and institutions with their signature brand of modernism and eclecticism—their precisionist designs and smart conceptions—that American business and culture would not be the same without the firm. It is impossible to walk down a midtown Manhattan sidewalk without seeing a wide array of their logos, posters, shopping bags, and other commercial and cultural artifacts, like the Chase Bank and Mobil Oil trademarks. Along with hundreds of other familiar graphic marks and identities, their contributions are indelible signposts—some are even iconic.


Yet to the public even the most routinely recognized graphic design is largely anonymous, with designers rarely acknowledged outside of a small professional circle. While many laymen and designers can quickly identify trademarks for the Public Broadcasting System, NBC, Showtime, and Barneys New York, or have seen the exhibition at the Ellis Island Immigration Museum, or will perhaps have snapshots taken next to the huge red nine in front of 9 West 57th Street, few people comprehend the authorship of these significant works.


Nonetheless it is necessary to acknowledge how Ivan Chermayeff, Tom Geismar, and their partners and associates have written—and along with partner Sagi Haviv continue to write—significant chapters in the graphic design legacy, from the 20th-century analog age through to the 21st-century digital age. Their collective influence on America’s graphic design language cannot be overstated. This book is a record but also a testament. They have indeed made their mark with many marks. And they continue to do so.


Steven Heller




Introduction: a consistent approach in a changing world


Our first major trademark, the blue octagon we designed to identify Chase Manhattan Bank in 1960, was a simple bold form that could be carved into the sides of buildings, reproduced in small size on business cards, and printed in black-and-white newspaper ads around the country. In contrast, the trademarks we are working on today will more often be seen on mobile devices, in animation, and as website browser icons.


In recent years, the graphic design profession has been transformed by innovation. Advances in computer software offer near infinite possibilities for exceptionally precise rendering and speedy execution. Not only have our design tools evolved, but the entire media landscape has also radically changed. With today’s incredibly fast access to communication of all sorts, people are constantly surrounded by ephemeral imagery. In this supersaturated visual environment, the essential characteristic of effective trademark design—to endure over time and thus fix an identity in the mind of the public—is even more meaningful for a company or institution.


While the world has changed, our basic approach to trademark design has not.


In Identify, we demonstrate our problem-solving ap-proach to identity design. While it is an essentially creative process, we do not follow any personal artistic agenda or style. Instead, we work in the service of clients and address the challenges and parameters they bring to us in their search for a visual identity. We call these parameters “the design problem.”


Typical design problems may be: the current trademark is too complex in form (as was the case with NBC), or the current trademark is no longer relevant to a company’s brand positioning (as was the case with Mobil Oil). Other design problems may be that a consistent identity system is needed to tie together various divisions, departments, or sub-brands (as was the case with the Smithsonian Institution) or that an identity doesn’t work well in advertising (as was the case with Armani Exchange). Since more than one parameter is usually at play, every client’s design problem is unique.


A good solution cannot be devised without fully understanding the problem. We therefore start every identity project by acting as a “sponge,” trying to absorb as much relevant information as possible about the client. We want to know what distinguishes them from peers in their field, where they are going in the future, and what, from their perspective, the visual identity must help achieve. We review existing communications and branded materials and interview key personnel in charge of strategy and communications.


Once we feel we have defined the problem adequately and gained sufficient knowledge of the client and of the industry or field in which they operate, we begin to work out our strategy for designing an effective identity. One of the first questions we ask ourselves is whether the client and their design problem will require a symbol (an icon or graphic image that appears with the name) or simply a memorable typographic treatment of the name (called a “wordmark” or “logotype”).


Short, distinctive names are often enough by themselves to identify an entity, as they did for Xerox and Dime. A symbol can help unite subdivisions under a single visual identity system, as it did for Merck Pharmaceuticals. A symbol can also work as a decorative visual shorthand that embodies the brand, as was the case for the Korean department store Shinsegae. In considering these questions, we begin to define the logical parameters of the eventual solution, which lays the ground for the creative work to come.


This is where the science—which is everything we learned in the previous phase and the strategy that grows from it—meets the art, which is the intuitive exploration of conceptual design solutions. In this phase, thoughts and feelings take form.


We sketch our ideas by hand—using pencils, pens, china markers, or paint brushes and often correction fluid, rulers, and compasses. We sketch on paper or tracing paper, sometimes tearing it or cutting it with scissors. The rough designs are then scanned and translated into digital artwork. This process includes a great deal of tweaking by hand: we print the designs, trace them, rework them by hand, scan them again, and so on.


Sketching by hand gives a designer an immediacy of artistic expression and intuitive extension of creative impulses that as of now using the computer lacks. We are looking for the most direct connection between an idea and the creation of a form. In the early conceptual phase, the computer’s preprogrammed functions often just get in the way.


Although each of us develops his own sketches, we work collaboratively, constantly looking over one another’s shoulders, asking questions, making suggestions, and offering alternatives. As a result, the concepts improve and become stronger very quickly. We eventually pin up our designs and sit together to review, critique, and identify the most promising directions to be carried further.


How do we judge the designs? Identity design is not about what one likes or dislikes. It’s about what works. Personal preferences for colors, shapes, or styles do not prevail. Therefore, we judge each of our early design concepts by the following criteria: Is it appropriate? Is it simple? Is it memorable? These terms can mean many things in different contexts. Here’s what they mean to us:


By appropriate we mean that the trademark is relevant in form and concept to the client and its field or industry. For example, if the client’s industry is fashion, the mark may need to be elegant. If the client is in the sports industry, the mark may need to be bold and dynamic. We say appropriate, but not necessarily expressive. Although sometimes we have an opportunity to create a mark that conveys literal ideas about the entity represented (such as for the Library of Congress and PBS), more often than not, a trademark cannot express a great deal in detail. We often speak of a successful trademark as a vessel that can hold the associations relevant to the company or organization rather than actually illustrate them. This is because of the next criterion: a trademark has to be simple.
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