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READY?
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George Santayana, the philosopher and novelist who famously coined the phrase “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it,” also said, “History is always written wrong, and so always needs to be rewritten.” While these aphorisms may be in conflict, for the purposes of this book they are spot-on. Both describe the difficulty of teaching (and studying) the history of graphic design. Designers cannot afford to be ignorant of what came before, yet a lot of misinformation gets passed on, resulting in a discipline rife with major and minor inaccuracies, and murky understanding of its origins.

Graphic design history as an academic discipline is arguably still in its adolescence, because graphic design—a.k.a. commercial art, visual communications (or viz com)—has only just reached middle age. Since in the nineteenth century this ersatz field was a loss leader within the printing and typesetting industries, its backstory was subsumed under a broader graphic arts narrative. So, when commercial art—posters, books, magazines, packages, logos, signs, and more—as surveyed seriously during the 1970s (even before Philip B. Meggs published his landmark A History of Graphic Design in 1983), there were many gaps and missing attributions that are now being rectified (although new ones, notably many gender and racial omissions, are likely to emerge).

The role of the historian today is concerned with approving what is worthy of study and what can legitimately be ignored. So many reams of graphic design have been produced over the past century and a half that historical research includes determining where and about whom teaching graphic design history should focus: On form-givers? Form-users? Form-receivers? Form and content drivers? One thing is certain: A massive amount remains to be uncovered, analyzed, and codified in this ever-expanding graphic design universe—and it all must be digested by students, who must find its relevance to their work as designers.

It should go without saying that learning graphic design history is indeed relevant as a model for present and future design practice. The past is hardwired into everything designers do, whether it is so-called “retro” or contemporary work. In recent years, more inclusive graphic design narratives have been produced that attempt to make amends for underrepresented people, groups, and genres.

Graphic design history has ostensibly developed on two tracks—objective record and subjective interpretation. The “interpretation” part is important, since graphic design history is as much an act of storytelling as it is data collection. While facts are the foundation of credible historical records, graphic design is not simply defined by dates or confined to places, people, and things. Graphic design history is a crisscrossing timeline of collective accomplishments, individual expressions, and hybrid practices—in short, it is mass communication transmitted through multiple visual languages and graphic styles.

Graphic design narratives chronicle how the customs of particular cultures are viewed through signs, symbols, and all those many artifacts designed for displays in the public spaces and isolated niches. Graphic design history explains what was popular or not in business and society. Design history, unlike art history, examines phenomena where design is a means to an end—a consequence, not a goal.

There could be no graphic design if not for the industries and institutions that employ designers to make ephemeral visual communication. Conversely, graphic design would be narrowly limited if not for an array of progressive experiments conducted regardless of the patronage of a client. This mass of designed “stuff” would be landfill-in-the-making were it not pieced together into a contextual narrative. The historian’s role is to help explain the contexts in which graphic design artifacts make an impact.

Nonetheless, the history is by and large taught by self-professed graphic design experts, who use personal and eclectic methods to scrutinize, categorize, criticize, and even proselytize. While the number of scholars who formally practice graphic design history is actually few when compared to legions of historians in other areas of culture, politics, commerce, and technology, the field has been increasing in various positive ways on its own terms.

Teaching graphic design history has evolved over the decades from informal lectures by veteran practitioners (like folklore handed down by wise and knowledgeable elders) into structured classes and symposia by scholars and hands-on practitioners. Some use textbooks that codify the history as well as examples drawn from their own research. A critical mass of firsthand knowledge and canonical history can be an enlightening teaching method.

Yet, truth be told, teaching graphic design history is not the highest priority for most design schools and departments, which have little time to prepare students to enter a job market that cares less about historical literacy than the virtues of conceptual talent, aesthetic skills, and technological know-how. For most design programs, learning about legacy is viewed as extracurricular.

Some schools do not even offer design history courses, while others append them to studio classes because there is no space in tightly packed curricula. Sometimes, they are offered through art history or humanities departments, often because there is a fundamental relationship between art and design. A common teaching method is incidental inclusion—based on a kind of osmosis achieved through including historical research covertly into solving otherwise design-centric assignments.

Over the past decade, there have been a large assortment of text-and-picture books, videos, and museum exhibitions devoted entirely or in part to graphic design history, including “eye-candy” compilations, so basic historical information is now more accessible than ever before. Add to this the dozens of self-generated research explorations (much of this found online), and it is more possible than ever before to teach oneself certain aspects of graphic design history. By virtue of thorough research, one can even become a bone fide expert in specialties and subdisciplines that may never had been explored before.

“ The historian’s role is to help explain the contexts in which graphic design artifacts make an impact. ”

It is, however, still perplexing that in recent years, with so many resources available (including this very book), that there is such a paucity of dedicated (and competent) historian-scholar-teachers. Maybe it is because graphic design history is still a hybrid practice—somewhere between art, psychology, and sociology. There are so few capable teachers that I am frequently asked by colleagues to recommend people to teach history classes whether or not they have necessary academic degrees. The actual numbers of “trained” instructors is surprisingly low—or, to the contrary, it is not surprising, since making a living as a design history scholar is not easy, even with a résumé full of degrees. And, honestly, having read a few books or even doing a bit of original research on particular periods or designers does not make one a full-fledged graphic design historian—but it’s a start.

Building a foundation of historical expertise can be accomplished by various means. There are many experts in various design and typography disciplines who deliberately have invested time and money in learning their craft and heritage. Take type design, for example. The proliferation of annual international type conferences is evidence of a sizeable number of design “geeks” who will converse, instruct, and otherwise preach at length about the finer points of type, typography, and the typographic legacy. Most are practitioners, but scholars are in the mix, too. This is one of the most populated areas, but poster, illustration, and package design mavens also abound. Many of these deep-seated interests have produced valuable papers, books, and exhibits. With type, the need for history is self-evident; since so many typefaces are modeled on the past, not to acknowledge and study the history would be as ridiculous as not knowing the names Bodoni, Jenson, or Goudy. Yet, in truth, there is not the same necessity to know about graphic design’s legacies, just as (don’t shoot me for saying it) it is not necessary for the plumber, butcher, or policeman to know their histories (though some are eloquent on their subjects).
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SVA Modernism and Eclecticism Poster, designed by David Connolly, 1987.

So, rather than ask the foremost question underpinning this book about “how” to teach this subject, we will begin by asking “why”—why teach students about graphic design history?

First, history is not a musty cloud stifling innovative practice. History may be a cloud, but only in the current argot of being a storage facility where the inventions and reinventions, legacy and heritage of the art, craft, and profession are stored. Some of these are neatly arranged in easily accessible buckets; some are messily disarrayed awaiting future excavation and orderly categorization. History is not a lockbox of ancient rules and taboos, but a key that opens founts of understanding—exploring the past illuminates the present and influences to the future, which makes the question, Why teach graphic design history? more essential than ever.

Every nation, region, or city has a design story of its own, and while individual work should be celebrated, the universality of graphic design and typography is necessary to appreciate its value in the world. Despite the dominance of Latin letters, increasingly more non-Western design is appearing throughout the world. Everyplace graphic design is practiced has a story waiting to be told and legacy needing to be discovered. The why is, therefore, pretty simple: design is powerful and knowledge is power. Designers work in a powerful medium and should be as knowledgeable as possible.

Now comes the how. This prompts more difficult questions like: Should there be standardized curricula? What amount of class time should be devoted? Can history be taught so that it parallels studio requirements? Can history be efficiently taught in a survey, or must more granular courses be mandated? How can personal preference and bias be accommodated in presenting history? Does criticism have a role in this study? How far back must history go, and where does it end? What about cross disciplinary history, incorporating other art forms and diverse media? Must there be a canon, or should history be expansive and unlimited? What does an effective graphic design history syllabus look like?

The why and how lead to the who. Who would benefit from the study of graphic design history? The students, for reasons already addressed; the professionals, for the same reasons, plus knowing the origins and interconnections of the field would add to contemporary professionals’ design literacy; and the nondesigners, including media critics, popular culture enthusiasts, art aficionados, and others involved in visual arts. Top on my list, however, are high school–age students, who are currently exposed to and entrenched in a media-persuasive-saturated world. They should understand that every interaction, anything they watch and touch and imagine, has a story. Of course, it is easy to list potential candidates, but let’s go back in time (and history) to see how exposure to the practice of graphic design and its legacy inspired some today’s historic exemplars. One of the first “modern” graphic design textbooks to shed light on history was Leon Friend and Joseph Hefter’s Graphic Design: A Library of Old and New Masters in Graphic Arts (1936). As a high school textbook, it was at once instructive and inspiring for a Depression Era generation that wanted creative alternatives to boring jobs, and doing commercial work expanded their artistic options. That is the goal of graphic design history—to instruct in ways of working while informing the reader that there are reasons behind and consequences for graphic design.

This book, Teaching Graphic Design History, will offer recommendations on how to teach graphic design history. The field is changing quickly as are those entering its ranks. This is a resource for future development in an age of digital tools and platforms. What makes history fascinating is not just the stories and legends and lore, but the fact that so much of today’s practice was indeed done before, maybe in more primitive ways, but for similar outcomes.
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TEACHING METHODS

Author and critic Tom Wolfe, in his keynote speech at the first AIGA Conference in Boston, famously warned that designers were habitually plundering ‘‘The Big Closet,’’ a repository of passé styles and historical forms. It was 1984, the height of graphic design’s precomputer “retro” period, when designers calling themselves postmodernists rejected modernist minimalism, replacing it with a kind of ersatz historicism and passé veneer. Yet their appropriations also produced certain positive unintended consequences, like providing history tutorials that gave enlightenment to an unknowing and inexperienced younger generation through exposure to a slew of forgotten or lost tropes and mannerisms. The sampling of historic artifacts was not always the most effective way to teach designers history, but it certainly made some of them anxious to learn more—at least that is what I saw happening.

Borrowing from the past was not new. In the late 1950s and 1960s, Push Pin Studios became known as exemplars of the creative reinvention of various passé styles. In their hands, these were not elegiac pastiches, but rather a unique Push Pin ’60s style, which is today celebrated as being timely then and iconic now. Graphic design from the mid-’80s until 2000 was defined, in part, by the reappreciation and reapplication of ignored art-historical eras, mostly of European avant-garde design, including Russian Constructivism, the Bauhaus, Dada, and Futurism. Indeed, thirty years from now, this period of appropriation might very well be proclaimed as a defining moment in graphic design history. It all depends on how the history is spun and who does the spinning.

Graphic design history is written (and taught) by people with predilections for certain approaches above others. How the stories are framed determines how the histories are codified and which stick. There is room for interpretation, and graphic design scholarship should never be a rote recitation of bygone events, but an ongoing investigation. For teachers and students, there are various ways to ingest, digest, and debate formal and philosophical issues through design history courses. Here are a few possible survey approaches (there may be others):

Chronological

The most elementary approach to teaching graphic design history is to follow the accepted time line laid down in current history books. Some begin at the dawn of visual representation (cave painting), the introduction of moveable type and printing (Gutenberg), or the beginning of the industrial, commercial, or mechanical ages (with the advent of advertising, which gave birth to graphic design). All are legitimate entry points, depending on how far back you want to go. The problem is that while chronology is necessary to establish context, it can also become too rote—it is not enough to remember dates. Although there is nothing wrong with learning how one event or object leads to another, it does, however, suggest that following an accepted time line must be supplemented by more information—sidebars or tangents—that shed light on particularly important or peculiar intersections—let’s say, between design and its function in industry or how politics or technologies have impacted the field or how comics influenced typography.

“ Graphic design history is somewhere between science and superstition (or fact and anecdote). ”

Canonical

Usually, the chronological approach takes into account a consensus about which individuals, events, innovations, objects, or styles should be studied as paradigms. Every student needs to know the unquestionable facts. This is known as a canon. It is the historical foundation on which the field sits. A canon is indeed essential to any historical pursuit, but it also has its speed bumps, as design historian Martha Scotford wrote in “Is There a Canon of Graphic Design History?” (AIGA Journal Vol. 9 No. 2, November 2, 1991): “The concept of canon is under debate right now in literary/educational circles, as its existence is alleged to produce a culturally narrow and elitist university curriculum, among other cultural problems.” Using five graphic design history books as examples, Scotford set out to show that “Given what I believe is its unintentional nature, it may be that there are ‘mistakes’: this could be a canon, but not the canon of graphic design. It could very well be that some designers and their work do not belong here or that others have been overlooked.” Since she wrote her findings in 1991, further discovery of significant designers that had been ignored are being inducted into the canon. This is an ongoing process, which continues through research and teaching.

Form-Givers

Another way of building a canon is through categorizing history according to pioneering accomplishments. Of course, only a few designers are worthy of close scrutiny, but the ones who have uniquely contributed to graphic design languages, styles, and forms by making marks that have helped define the field should be held up as models. For instance, the Czech designer Ladislav Sutnar was a pioneer of information design; American Alex Steinweiss introduced the first record album cover art; Cipe Pineles was the doyen of cinematic magazine pacing. The list of form-givers goes on. Looking at their individual work as building blocks of popular culture gives more breadth to history as it adds the human element to graphic design.

Thematic

A historical overview of themes including politics, entertainment, food, travel, industry, and culture routinely intersects with genres like type, typography, posters, packages, displays, advertisements. Paul Rand rightly declared “design is everywhere,” in every nook and cranny of life. Although thematic genres are sometimes general umbrella topics, drilling into specific areas, including the histories of data visualization, music packaging, comic art, propaganda, and book and magazine publishing, these can be surveyed through a wide range of perspectives, like time, place, style, and more. The history of corporate identification or branding, for instance, is a huge field that opens onto many cross-cultural concerns, like feminism and racism, that have long been ignored in design history.

Geographical

Graphic design is a global field—now more than ever. Prior to the Internet design styles, schools and movements signified particular times and places throughout the industrial world. Type designs, for example, that were once unique to certain countries or regions are now made universally accessible through online foundries and streaming services. Once, different nationalities and languages were known for uniquely designed typefaces. When type fonts were made from heavy metal, the distribution costs were prohibitive, so America had its faces and Europe its own. Now the borders are fluid. Everyone has access to everything. So, using demographics as signpost for historical pathways can be a valuable way of examining a wide range of communication cultures.

Vernacular

Technically speaking, all graphic design is vernacular. It is the textual/visual language or dialect in common usage by the people of particular countries or regions. Vernacular is also, however, a bona fide graphic style comprised of design tropes that echo certain stereotypes or clichés. In terms of style, these days, it is a self-conscious application of primitive or untutored type and typography used to achieve certain aesthetics. The study of real commercial art and stylized vernacular design reveals the evolution of the art.


TEACHING TOOLS

You have entered a realm of scholarship, to paraphrase Rod Serling’s introduction to The Twilight Zone, “as vast as space and as timeless as infinity. It is the middle ground between light and shadow, between science and superstition, and it lies between the pit of man’s fears, and the summit of his knowledge.”

This is an area which we call graphic design history.

Perhaps this is stretching the quotation to the outer limits, but it has a nice ring. Graphic design history is somewhere between science and superstition (or fact and anecdote). To teach graphic design history demands a critical knowledge “as vast as space”—design space and the universe for whom graphic design is made. And it must be imparted it in a way that is insightful and entertaining. To teach graphic design history means communicating knowledge that brings the past to life in the present. This suggests that reaching the summit of our knowledge requires using a variety of tools and resources. So before digging deeper into the points of view in this book, it is time to discuss the various themes and numerous ways that history is taught and review which tools and resources (obvious and not) are most useful.

Books

The most reliable repositories of shared information, criticism, theory, and discovery past and present are design and art books: omnibus histories, monographs, and surveys. They are knowledge warehouses. Over the past few decades, the market has swelled for design history text-and-picture books covering all manner of design heritage and legacy (see Further Reading for selected titles).

Decks

Once called slideshows (and actually shown on a projector with slides in a Kodak carousel), the contemporary equivalent—PowerPoint, Keynote, and PDF presentations—are referred to as “decks.” They include a slew of available special visual and sound effects and technical capabilities unheard of in the era of the carousel projector. Illustrated lectures continue to be one of the most effective ways to reach students.

Decks come in many formats: there are chronologies, biographies, and surveys. Some are thematic—and, depending on the respective teacher’s interests and insights, the deck can drill as deeply as a documentary film. Current audio/visual technology, combining still, motion/animation, and sound, makes the deck a classroom essential as a supplement to live lectures. It can also be referenced online and be useful with and without narration.

Symposia

History comes alive when it is shared with others. Classroom lectures are no doubt incredibly important; symposia and conferences bring people together with common interests to learn, discover, and debate. I recall the first graphic design history conference I attended at Rochester Institute of Technology, organized by Professor R. Roger Remington (see page 90); it was a blast of fresh air and new ideas. Meeting others with specialized research goals was as invigorating as it was informative. Whether largely attended or intimate, a symposium provides a platform to exchange research and resources.

For ten years, I coorganized the School of Visual Arts’ “Modernism & Eclecticism: A History of American Graphic Design” with Richard Wilde. In addition to lectures by scholars presenting their original research (often on subjects that were unknown to the audiences), the pioneers of graphic design, Paul Rand, Henry Wolf, Muriel Cooper, Leo Lionni, and others were invited to speak about their careers. The concept was to introduce attendees (students, scholars, and professionals) to a range of themes and movements, ideologies and methodologies, prompting more expanded interest in the obvious and obscure aspects of the design legacy.

Original Objects

Books and decks do not offer students contact with original material—and nothing can be better than touching and feeling an original document. Although the vast majority of graphic design objects are printed multiples, the older they are, the rarer they are. The more ephemeral they are, the more fragile. Through secondary reproduction in publications, students can see the image, but tactile qualities of the printed material, whether a poster or package, provides additional appreciation of the material being studied. Borrowing from libraries and archives (which is often impossible) or buying original graphic design is definitely worth the expense and effort, if only to examine the ways that some of design’s greatest icons existed in their original contexts. But originals are hard to come by . . . so the next best thing is . . .


Facsimiles

Paging through vintage Dada journals, El Lissitzky’s For the Voice, or Depero’s bolted book should provide more than vicarious design thrills. Hands-on contact with important graphic design artifacts such as these can influence how a design scholar views a body of work or inspire a graphic designer regarding how to practice his craft. The photographic reproductions of rare design pieces that appear in history books and magazines provide a glimmer of insight, but to truly savor historic design objects, one must understand nuances of form and structure. This derives from scrutiny. Yet, as noted above, such relics are not so easy to scrutinize, since many of them from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century are so fragile that turning their pages can be risky. Librarians and curators are justifiably reluctant to let even the most serious scholar finger through these valuables lest they get damaged or destroyed.

There is an alternative. Near-perfect duplications of originals are more practical research tools for historians and students. In fact, many limited edition facsimiles (and most of them are published in limited quantities) are often as valuable as those precious originals. The best of them are produced by master printers who capture the nuanced details of the original, from the coverage of ink to the texture of paper. A photographic reproduction records a particular version of the document—imperfections and all—but a facsimile preserves the essence of the original. Facsimiles are not the poor man’s design artifacts—far from it. Like restrikes of Rembrandt or Goya etchings, the best design facsimiles are so faithful to the original that they have their own artistic integrity.

Videos and Films

The number of highly produced video documentaries has greatly increased, and with streaming, they are more accessible than ever. There are plenty of DIY amateur YouTube documentaries, but a higher level of production has increased the viewability of films on graphic design and related arts and crafts. In recent years, docs on individuals, including Milton Glaser, Herbert Matter, Max Bill, Massimo and Lela Vignelli (and many others), have added to our collective knowledge. Moreover, docs on Linotype, wood type, letterpress, predigital tools, as well as the typeface Helvetica, have not just increased knowledge, but have also put a human face and voice to the process of producing design. Developing a library of films and videos for class or individual viewing is an excellent supplement to the deck or slideshow.


Websites

Between scholars and fans, the exclusive design history websites have contributed greatly to the knowledge base and consequent accessibility of significant information. Time lines, articles, factoids all contribute to a wealth of design history data. Some websites devoted to individual designers are the result of intense scholarship by experts; others are the result of student interest. Creating a multileveled site that includes bibliographic, biographic, videographic, and other documentary material is useful for the information it provides and to serve as a platform for the addition of more or updated material.

Periodicals

Despite the increasing decline in design magazines, these are still the raw (and cooked) ingredients of historical research. Over the course of the late nineteenth, and throughout the twentieth, century, design periodicals have been chronicles of styles, forms, and practices. Access to magazines, past and present, is often the primary resource for design history scholars and teachers.

Archives

When graphic design was commercial art, preservation of ephemeral documents—from notes to sketches to comps to finished work—was considered unimportant. Today, maintaining access to the building blocks of packages, posters, books, magazines, etc., is just as useful for the student and scholar as the final work. Archives in libraries, schools, design organizations, etc., are not just warehouses for ephemerality, but staging areas for research.


LEARNING METHODS

It is always useful to integrate history studies into actual practice. Like copying the great master painters of old, students today can learn a lot by copying or reinterpreting the great master designers. Do a poster in the manner of . . . Solve a problem using the style of . . . For one of my classes, I have students read about the life of Czech designer Ladislav Sutnar, then develop a display and/or text alphabet based on the influence of his work. The results by students from a few classes have contributed to how the typefaces have performed and their relevance today.
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Sutnar Arabic and Farsi Alphabet, Influenced by Ladislav Sutnar, by Mahya Soltani and Tala Safie


Sutnar Alphabets

Ladislav Sutnar was known in the United States as much for his unique shapes and geometric manipulations as for his compositional order and signature color palette. The typefaces he used were more or less limited to a group of sans, including Futura, and a few serifs for body copy. In fall 2016, after the republication of Ladislav Sutnar: Visual Design in Action (Lars Muller), which I helped revive thanks to a crowdsourcing campaign in the United States, I asked my students—most of whom had come to New York’s School of Visual Arts MFA Design / Designer as Author and Entrepreneur from around the world—to reinterpret Sutnar’s work as alphabets or fonts. The range of materials was incredibly diverse. Mahya Soltani from Iran and Tala Safie from Lebanon collaborated on a Farsi and Arabic modular alphabet based on Sutnar’s interest in geometric shapes and primary colors. Melissa Rojanapongpun from Thailand was inspired by Sutnar’s Venus paintings. Other students did their fonts with geometric precision, while others were more abstractly basing the letters on his fundamental sense of precisionist order. In the end, the influence Sutnar had on the students—many of whom had never known Sutnar’s work before—was both exciting and innovative. The work shows that visionaries like Ladislav Sutnar work in their own times and have influence in future times.
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Sutnar influenced font by Beatrice Sala
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Sutnar influenced fonts by KrongpornThongongarj
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Sutnar influenced fonts by Julia Marsh
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Sutnar influenced fonts by Yuxin Luo
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Sutnar influenced fonts by Vipasha Chauhan
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Sutnar influenced fonts by Shira Chung
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“Type Class” assignment by Weronika Racz


PRACTICAL HISTORY

One of the best ways to learn practice, pragmatics, and history is to assign students to create a new idea based on vintage principals. Learning about type and typography is essentially the lingua franca of design, so assignments that allow the student to draw from history to construct a contemporary project are both engaging and illuminating. The following project exemplifies the fusion of old and new.


Type Class

In her type design and practice class, Weronika Racz, a graduate student at the Polish-Japanese Institute of Information Technology, was assigned to create a typographic game that examines the structure of different type families and styles. It was her responsibility to include the practical aspects and aesthetics as well as delve into the history of the typefaces she worked with. The entire project included many interactive analog parts and was an efficient, creative way to learn legacy and functional details.
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PIONEERING GRAPHIC DESIGN HISTORY

Keith Godard

It started about 1970 after I was invited to come to the California Institute of the Arts to costart a course in graphic design within the newly formed Design Department. I discovered whilst I was teaching a studio course in typography that most of the young Californians and adventurous students from other locations believed that Helvetica was the be-all and end-all of modern design and that sans serif was invented yesterday.

Thus, I embarked on investigating how to start a history of graphic design lecture series. I did not have much to go on, except in my youth at the London College of Printing, Harry Beck (the inventor of the London Underground map) came to our classroom one afternoon a week to tell stories in a most engaging way. The hearsay and gossip of the cutting of the fonts, along with the nuances of the lives of Nicholas Jenson, Bodoni, and the notorious Eric Gill—the last made some of my classmates giggle, further making his lectures memorable.

I had had no academic history training. I recalled the architectural lectures by Vincent Scully that I had attended at Yale were so flamboyant, opinionated, and occasionally enhanced by hitting the screen with his pointer to stress details; this was very effective. As he did all this without notes was remarkable, an experience that changed my thinking that academicians were dry, boring, and even induced sleep.

I realized that if I were to invent this lecture series, it had to be personal, intriguing, and somewhat theatrical. On remembering my arrival in Los Angeles in the late 1960s, and meeting Louis Danziger, one of the important influential designers of the ’50s and ’60s, I recalled that he had a large library with a green pool table in the middle of the room along with a copy stand in a small closet in his studio. His house was airy and open, being one of the first designed by Frank Gehry, and was a good environment as a starting point for research.

Abandoning the attempt to teach studio design, I embarked on formulating sixteen weeks of one-and-a-half-hour lectures, expanding from the Industrial Revolution to the Modern International Style of the 1970s. Each week, I copied examples of design, making 35mm slides from Lou’s books, and read ideologies about various movements—cultural, social, political implications and those that were artistically influential. I recorded, in my voice onto cassette tapes with appropriate foreign accents, the thoughts on design and manifestos of El Lissitky, Walter Gropius, and F. T. Marinetti and others from their various writings. I played these to the students as if authentic, enthralling and motivating them to remember important philosophical aspects of history. At the end of the lecture, I revealed the impersonator. They seemed to look forward to what would be coming in the following weeks.

My belief is that the best way to explain to students the somewhat nebulous discipline of this practice of graphic design, which emerged out of commercial art and over the past hundred years has been coined graphic design, is done by practicing designers, knowledgeable of their heritage, rather than by art historians. Why? Because the practitioner brings a biased way of working and seeing the world as a designer of practical function and social responsibility, taught as a helping hand coinciding with students’ studio coursework.

Recently, in one of my lecture courses, Graphic Design Studies and History, I gave an assignment to students to choose one particular designer’s work or a movement from one of the past decades that I had shown as a sample that we had discussed. It had to be either a work that they admired or with which they had an affinity. They were asked to use the actual text and visual subject matter of that design of the past and to redesign it for today’s audience in contemporary typography and updated imagery.

To conclude, here are some points related as to why studying the history of graphic design is important:

1. To help students find role models that relate to their work.

2. To realize visual solutions are often repeated over generations of time, especially with the advancing of production technology.

3. To search for appropriateness in creating solutions.

4. To understand which designs are based on literal concept ideas to communicate their message and which by abstraction imagery to evoke an emotional response.

5. To be able to tell the difference between eclectic, minimal, derivative design, et a la mode en chaque epoch.

6. To do good work.

Keith Godard attended the London College of Printing and Graphic Art, studying under Tom Eckersley. After eighteen months’ service in the Royal Army Medical Corps, he became assistant to George Him (AGI). In 1960, he became a graphic designer. Following employment as an assistant at Town magazine working under Dennis Bailey, he met Robert Brownjohn, Bob Gill, and Alan Fletcher, through whose encouragement he was awarded a full scholarship to attend the MFA program at Yale School of Art and Architecture. He studied with Paul Rand, Herbert Matter, and Bradbury Thompson. He has developed a personalized history of graphic design lecturing for over thirty years, which has become a creative fabric of influence for his own design practice and teaching.


TEACHING DESIGN HISTORY: PRACTICE, PROCESS, AND CONTEXT

Franc Nunoo-Quarcoo

The evolution of graphic design in this moment is such that it is now widely identified as visual communications design because of the scope of the practice, tools, intent, and audience of the field at large. Therefore, teaching that history would encompass practices, processes, and contexts; hence, a diverse and inclusive global account of practitioners, their work, processes, and context. Perhaps Victor Margolin’s multivolume World History of Design is the fount for revisioning the history of graphic design for what Steven Heller notes as “unique for its inclusivity, which reaches far beyond Western design research’s usual orbit.”

The evolution of design practice and the evolution of its history have opened the door to the formulation of disciplinary threads such as participatory design, codesign, and human-centered design that influence designers’ creative and intellectual decisions and how design concepts for addressing “wicked problems” for social good take final form. It is important to note that pioneering visual communications designer Otl Aicher initiated the aforementioned threads in his practice in postwar Germany and hence influenced how design practice and its histories are inextricably interconnected and interwoven.

With the rapid ignition of post-World War II concepts of design as a professional practice, fueled by political, social, economic, technological, and digital innovations, graphic/visual communications design was in dire need of global understanding of what it is and of its value to society. This notion is ever more amplified now, especially in this first quarter of the twenty-first century, a century that is messaged and irrefrangibly linked with design through its very practices and activities. Visual communications design has assumed the mantle of lingua franca for twenty-first century multiple media communication.

Teaching graphic design history enables students to study various practices, thus providing a range of syntax for the students to begin to develop their own visual language and processes for identifying and formulating approaches for developing specific and particular skill sets to specific design problems at particular points in time. At the University of Michigan Penny W. Stamps School of Art & Design, where I teach visual communications design, the majority of courses are structured to address both practice and context across the art and design curriculum. One such course I taught for multiple years was ARTDES 150–Art and Design Perspectives I: The Creators (ADP I). It was a highly successful course formulated as a core gateway course for all first-year art and design students. Surprisingly, the course was sought after by students in the humanities, architecture, business, and engineering.

“ Instructors must continue to create diverse, inclusive, contextual, and constructive learning environments that provide meaningful learning experiences leading to activities aimed at achieving multimodal values to positively affect the problems and possibilities in teaching design history. ”

ADP I was the first in a trilogy of core gateway courses. In succession, students enrolled in ADP II: Society and ADP III: Technology and the Environment. Because the faculty who taught these courses acknowledged that it was impossible to explore any of these in a vacuum, all three courses included slight overlaps and redundancy so that the aggregate of ADP I, II, and III engaged students with the broadest range of creators, visual expressions, ideas, technology, and global issues. All of this was to demonstrate to students how art and design could be inspiring and productive forces in the world they inhabit.
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