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  PREFACE

  Richard Grefé, Executive Director, American Institute of Graphic

  The American Institute of Graphic Arts is dedicated to advancing excellence in graphic design as a discipline, profession, and cultural force. The AIGA provides leadership in the exchange of ideas and information, the encouragement of critical analysis and research, and the advancement of education and ethical practice.

  This anthology is an important contribution to our role in educating, enlightening, and informing current and future generations of designers. It serves to extend the reach of an eclectic range of critical writings on the trends and issues of graphic design, previously available only to AIGA members and a few individual subscribers. It validates the decision of Caroline Hightower to revive the Journal and Steven Heller’s editorial leadership, without whose indefatigable quest for yet another angle on design this anthology would have been considerably thinner.

  Design Culture demonstrates the AIGA’s commitment to being a thoughtful and provocative design advocate on behalf of its ten thousand members, the design community as a whole, design educators and students, and a much broader audience interested in visual communication and popular culture.
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  INTRODUCTION: TIME WELL SPENT

  Steven Heller, Editor, AIGA Journal of Graphic Design

  Fifteen years ago, the AIGA Journal of Graphic Design was an eight-page tabloid. Today, it is a seventy-two-page magazine. Although you might assume that this alone is a major accomplishment, in 1948 the first issue of the bimonthly AIGA Journal (the words graphic design were not yet included in the title) was a magazine—and a fairly good one, too. Throughout the 1950s the format continued, and in 1966 it was expanded to include catalogs of the AIGA annual competitions. In the early 1970s, it folded—the casualty of economic crisis—and lay dormant until 1982, at which time the AIGA published a newsletter that gradually evolved into the Journal.

  The revivified Journal had a lot of living up to do. The Journal of the forties and fifties offered the AIGAs one thousand or so members broad-based reportage and critical coverage of the graphic arts. It included essays by such luminaries as Herbert Bayer, Alvin Lustig, Paul Rand, Leo Lionni, Alexey Brodovitch, and Fritz Eichenberg (who was also one of the early editors). In unflattering contrast, the editorial content of the eighties Journal was initially at the press release level. Nevertheless, this was also a period of considerable change for the AIGA. In the institute’s tidal shift from a small, exclusive club to a large professional organization with nationwide chapters, the AIGA Journal could not afford to be merely a parochial newsletter. Somehow, it had to become a forum for design issues.

  The notion of graphic design criticism had been discussed for some time as a panacea for the graphic design field’s netherworld status between art and commerce. For the editor of the AIGA Journal, the somewhat nebulous term pointed toward a new direction. In 1986, the Journal switched from its exclusive AIGA orientation to more incisive analysis, reportage, and criticism of the field as a whole. Borrowing an op-ed page model, the Journal became an outlet for numerous viewpoints solicited from design practitioners, academics, and journalists as well as nondesigners, among them social critics and popular historians. Within a short time, the Journal was transformed from an AIGA house organ into an AIGA-sponsored distillery of ideas.

  In the 1970s, most professional (or trade) magazines had become instruments for promoting designers and their work. Since Graphic Design USA, the omnibus launched in 1980 that includes each year’s award-winning work, satisfied the membership’s need for colorful reproductions of successful design, the AIGA could afford to allow the Journal to be both text heavy and concept driven. Entire issues of the Journal were devoted to rarely scrutinized themes, including information design, the future of magazine design, designing for children, myths of corporate communications, the bridge between theory and practice, design for the public sector, paradigms of typography, the annals of book design, design preservation, fashion and style, design in the real world, political design, cultural iconography, vernacular design, and the history of graphic design. With such special issues as Dangerous Ideas and Love Money Power—the articles for which were collected from two contentious AIGA national conferences—the Journal became a platform for heated debate. Most important, the Journal introduced issues that crossed disciplinary boundaries, including one on the First Amendment (featuring an interview with the embattled curator of the Cincinnati Museum of Art, who mounted the controversial Robert Mapplethorpe exhibition), which focused on the graphic designer’s responsibility to the doctrine of free speech.

  Of course, not everything in the Journal was this weighty. The editorial challenge was to maintain a balance between serious analysis and comic introspection, while making the Journal accessible to its readers. In this regard, “Dear Tibor,” a quirky advice column by Tibor Kaiman, was introduced as much to encourage interactivity between the Journal and its readers as to add acerbity to the mix. In addition, comic and satiric articles on the nature of design practice deflated the taboos, conventions, and canons of the field. Thematic issues devoted to the practice of humor in design and the eccentricity of designers further exposed our alternative passions.

  Before the Journal was reconstituted in 1982, most graphic design publications failed to address the culture of design, the factors that make design function in the overall environment. Design coverage was introverted rather than introspective. As the Journal grew to represent the internal and external workings of design, it also helped to expand the vision of designers. Through a marriage of journalistic and academic criticism, the Journal blazed a trail that others soon followed. It provided a primary outlet for authors who pushed the standards of design writing. Indeed, good writing became increasingly important to the field, which had traditionally been criticized from within and without for lacking fundamental communication skills. The Journal proved that designers could write intelligently, and often humorously, about their own culture and its impact on the broader culture. For purposes of this anthology, these essays are organized in somewhat culturally thematic sections.

  By 1994, the AIGA Journal had grown out of its tabloid skin. Despite a number of changes in the overall design, editorial space was excruciatingly tight. But, more important, the Journal simply looked too ephemeral. Not only did readers call it “the AIGA newsletter,” which was somewhat deflating, but librarians (especially art school librarians) were not preserving it. This was the primary reason for the decision to transform it into a magazine. The new size and format allowed greater flexibility and tighter coverage. It also clarified a sometimes confusing editorial scheme. The grand themes, which were clear to the editors, were sometimes lost on the readers who found the thematic articles scattered throughout the issue. In the magazine format, a dedicated thematic editorial feature well is distinct from , say, the Talk of Design (or op-ed section) in the front of the book; and both are separate from the back-of-the-book columns (Letters, Professional Practice, The Student, Book Monitor, and the like). With its new color cover, advertisements (which were not accepted until the last couple of tabloid issues), and AIGA Communiqué, the magazine is a much more substantial-looking document than ever before.

  In the fifteen years since the AIGA Journal went from an eight-page tabloid to a seventy-two-page magazine, design publishing has also changed. There are more design writers, a wider range of subjects being covered, and a higher level of editing. Design criticism, though still in its adolescence, has found acceptance in leading publications, including Eye, Print, Communication Arts, I.D., Design Issues, and Emigre. And various academic graphic design journals have also contributed to the “design discourse.” Over time, the Journal has certainly helped shape this discourse and it continues to help define the issues. The mission of the Journal, like the AIGA itself, has been to inspire designers to think seriously about their impact on the worlds of art and commerce—and how they serve society as a whole. But, in the final analysis, the readers of the Journal must decide whether this has been time well spent.
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MONDRIAN AS A MARKETING TOOL

  Philip B. Meggs

  A visual style is not just an attractive surface decoration: it is often an expression of a philosophy, an ideology, and the spirit of its times. This is precisely why art nouveau or the psychedelic poster, for example, remain fascinating for contemporary designers and the general public. The mania for historical revivals during the last decade has often detached the visual appearance of an earlier style from its symbolic meaning and social context, rendering it neuter. This process can corrupt and debase the original, robbing it of its historical potency.

  The debasement of Piet Mondrian, a founder of the de Stijl movement, is a classic illustration of this process. From the founding of de Stijl in 1917, until his death in 1944, Mondrian dedicated his life to the quest for absolute visual harmony and purity of form. But this mission was not seen as an end in itself; rather, Mondrian believed that pure art could have great meaning for society.

  De Stijl began during World War I, when the politics of Europe were being reformed. Many artists, writers, and political activists believed that the old order of European society would be destroyed and replaced by a new society. Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany was deposed in 1918 and replaced by a constitutional democracy that only survived until the rise of Nazism. Socialism and communism were steadily gaining ground throughout Europe, spurred by the Bolsheviks’ triumph in Russia.

  As the old social order was clearly passing, Mondrian sought nothing less than a new art of pure form and color. He believed that art could become a beacon pointing the way toward a new order in society. In his writings he spoke of achieving the universal in art as a sign of the “new age.” He wrote, “It is the spirit of the times that determines artistic expression, which, in turn, reflects the spirit of the times. But at the present moment, that form of art alone is truly alive which expresses our present or future consciousness.” His compositions were restricted to horizontal and vertical lines, rectangles, and squares, and a palette limited to black, white, grays, and the primary colors of red, yellow, and blue. This universal vocabulary of form was arranged in compositions achieving dynamic equilibrium. Mondrian saw his art as a metaphor pointing toward a universal harmony and order that might be attained in human society and daily life. This new spirit of art could be integrated into life by its application to architecture, product design, graphic design, and urban planning. Theo van Doesburg, cofounder of de Stijl, worked tirelessly to apply this universal language of form to applied design.

  Seventy-three years after de Stijl began, how should we interpret the appearance of L’Oréal’s Studio Line Daily Express Shampoo, packaged in a white container decorated with Mondrian s black horizontal and vertical lines and his squares of pure red, white, and blue? The advertising copy says, “Raise your styling consciousness with Studio Line’s New Daily Express Shampoo. Express away residue in one lather to illuminate clean hair.” It closes by urging the user to “gently prime hair for infinitely better styling, wet maneuvering, and expressing yourself.”

  The new formal vocabulary wrested from thin air by Mondrian, van Does burg, and their confederates is pressed into service as a marketing tool for shampoo. Is this the extension of universal principles of harmony and unity into daily life? No, it is the shameless usurpation of serious art forms, seizing the style while leaving the content and the context behind. Shampoo is given the luster of high art. To make sure the magazine reader (or perhaps marketing target would be more appropriate) makes the connection, the red, yellow, and blue configuration from the package hangs on the wall in the background as a work of art.

  Art is a form of language, and its manipulation to accomplish predetermined objectives is consistent with the contemporary manipulation of spoken and written language. As Louis Danziger once said, a corruption of language began during the Eisenhower presidency when the Department of War was renamed the Department of Defense. This doublespeak is still with us. President Reagan named the proposed MX missile “the peacekeeper"; the Department of Defense took “protective action” when it invaded Panama. And the purist forms of Mondrian’s paintings are “appropriated” for L’Oréal’s shampoo, offering “one lather clean; lightweight conditioning; and easier styling.” Even the word appropriation is doublespeak, a palatable substitute for plagiarism. Plagiarism is regarded as a form of piracy, the stealing of someone else’s work. Appropriation, on the other hand, is now regarded as making sophisticated use of existing material.

  These issues become very complex. Not all appropriation is plagiarism. It is possible to extend an existing formal vocabulary, to continue a tradition, or to revive forms that have been cast into the dustbin of graphic history. When, in the 1890s, William Morris revived typefaces from the incunabula at his Kelmscott Press, he was restoring excellent typographic forms that had perished in the industrial revolution. Paula Scher’s typographic posters for Columbia Records did not merely mimic Russian constructivism; they synthesized visual attributes from that movement with other design properties, such as the spatial compression of nineteenth-century wood-type posters, to make masterful and original designs. I have heard designers and architects ridicule contemporary housing developments continuing the tradition of Victorian farmhouses. The Greco-Roman architectural style of marble buildings lined with columns lasted from the seventh century B.C. to the third century A.D. One is forced to wonder whether the Victorian farmhouse style can’t be viable for two hundred years, if its functional use of space, economy, appropriate use of materials, and overall function and appearance satisfies the physical and emotional needs of its occupants.

  In many instances, the preoccupation with graphic design history during the last decade has been a form of homage, respecting and honoring past masters and movements. But when appropriating forms from the past, each designer must carefully assess whether he or she is continuing a tradition, honoring the past, or debasing the original by separating it from its symbolic meaning and historical context. Historicism has often occurred at the end of an era or movement, signaling that the period is closing and a new period will begin. We are in a period of flux. Radical changes in Russia and eastern Europe, along with renewed concern about the environment, are altering culture. The historicism and appropriation of the 1980s may well yield to new visual forms in the 1990s that express a new age, just as Mondrian and van Doesburg sought new forms to express a new age seventy-three years ago.

  Originally published in Volume 8, Number 2, 1990.

  THE POLITICS OF CULTURAL OWNERSHIP

  Fath Davis Ruffins

  While people often suffer the consequences of being legally or socially defined as belonging to an ethnic group, they have no legal right to own or even control how their culture is portrayed or exploited. Individuals, corporations, and even state and local governments can own trademarks and copyright ethnic portrayals, such as the Washington Redskins, yet cultural groups do not have such legal authority. There is no single definition of the term cultural ownership that would be universally accepted across the various disciplines of art history, anthropology, or political science. However, in light of the complicated social history of the United States, the main issues in the concept of cultural ownership have to do with longstanding contradictions between cultural definition and cultural control. Cultural definition involves being identified by oneself (and by others) as belonging to a distinctive cultural group. Cultural control involves members of a specific cultural group exerting social, economic, and/or political influence over laws, issues, and representations of that group.

  The contradiction between cultural definition and cultural control has been apparent since the early years of the republic. However, such conflicts became particularly contentious when the rise of mass media and mass marketing collided with the growing political power of the modern civil rights movement. Movies, radio programs, and mass-marketed product advertisements were key ways in which humorous, sentimental, satirical, and stereotypical attitudes about American ethnic groups were portrayed, perpetuated, and transmitted to new generations and incoming immigrants. Efforts to resist prevailing negative portrayals have occurred since the Civil War era, but protest efforts gathered speed in the early twentieth century. While no group has the legal power to control its portrayal, some groups have grown more effective in using political and economic tactics to protest offensive imagery.

  In I9I5, two unrelated events occurred that galvanized certain American communities. The innovative but deeply racist film Birth of a Nation, directed by D. W. Griffith, was released. Shown to an adoring public and given a White House viewing by President Woodrow Wilson, Birth of a Nation is still remembered for its technical innovation and the pathological depth of its racist portrayals of African-Americans, especially men, and its images of rapacious and corrupt white Yankees. The NAACP, then four years old, made strenuous efforts to boycott, picket, and disrupt the showings of this film, more or less in vain. In the era of silent film, it became the first major success, characterized by such technical innovations as outdoor and long panoramic shots along with a cast of thousands. Also in I9I5, the Atlanta merchant Leo Frank, a Jewish man whose grandfather had fought for the Confederacy, was lynched. He had been convicted of the murder of an Irish girl working in his factory. Although he was clearly railroaded, and the governor of Georgia had pardoned him, Frank was eventually taken from his jail cell and hanged before a jeering crowd of hundreds of white Georgians. The anti-Semitic propaganda stirred up by his sensationalist murder trial and wrongful death spurred the founding of two different important Jewish organizations: the American Jewish Committee and the American Jewish League. Each in distinct ways immediately began to protest the portrayals of American Jews in a variety of popular media, with little success until the Cold War era.

  These two examples can demonstrate the earlier difficulties of counteracting virulent stereotypes, even those with murderous consequences. Yet much changed in the years following World War II. Economic boycotts such as the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955-1956, which brought the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., to national attention, began to reveal the buying power of heretofore ignored ethnic groups. The development of new outlets, such as the publications empire of John Johnson, produced new ways for advertisers to reach a certain segment of the African-American community. After World War II, the NAACP targeted the entertainment industry, especially movies and television, to change the portrayals of African-Americans in these media. The popular TV show Amos V Andy was pulled off the air in the early 1960s because of these protests.

  Perhaps an even clearer example of the assertion of cultural identity issues had to do with the elimination of a rather successful character, the Frito Bandito, introduced by Frito-Lay (a part of General Foods) in 1968. Sales of Fritos were reinvigorated by the introduction of the animated Bandito character, who stole Fritos from other characters on television and in print. As described by a journalist, the Frito Bandito “was a sneaky ‘toon, part Speedy Gonzalez, part duende, that got into people who munched on Fritos and made them grow pencil-drawn mustaches” (Enrique Fernandez, “Ay Bandito!” in the Village Voice, October 13, 1992). Although the character had a very high rate of recognition among the public, Frito-Lay dropped it in 1971 in response to the protests of Hispanic groups, including the Mexican-American Anti-Defamation League, founded by, among others, Ricardo Montalban, the noted screen and TV actor. Over the last twenty-five years, many large-scale American companies have been forced to pay attention to the interests, sensibilities, and consumption patterns of groups of Americans who had routinely been stereotyped in earlier product advertising.

  Each of these examples illustrates the growing power of various interest groups to assert both economic and political desires. In recent years, Quaker Foods has redesigned Aunt Jemima to make her more like an African-American suburban matron, consulting with Dorothy Height, the longtime chairman of the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW). Such changes point to the durability of images that companies knew demonstrated extremely high consumer recognition. At the same time, the death of the Frito Bandito and Sambo’s restaurant chain indicate the susceptibility of companies to consumer reaction. But are such instances examples of cultural ownership?

  While it is undoubtedly positive that ethnic groups are now better able to protest stereotypes of their culture and effect change, the question of cultural ownership remains problematic. With the exception of certain Native American tribes, most “cultures” still have no legal definition in the United States. Many ethnic groups now contain watchdog organizations that focus on the various aspects of politics and the media. Yet, problems of consensus inevitably arise within the group: Who is a “legitimate” spokesperson? Who appointed that person or group to “represent” the feelings of all Arab- or Japanese-Americans? Such issues become much more complicated when well-known members of the group take dissenting or even opposing positions on such questions. Should there be different rules when the owners of the advertising agency, film production company, or recording studio are themselves members of the ethnic group being portrayed? Perhaps the most vehement differences of opinion on this topic concern the images and lyrics of gangsta rap music. In the name of communicating the realities of ghetto life, black rappers have presented controversial images that certainly would be considered racist if created by whites.

  Arguments over substance and style, content and form, are raging in contemporary American society, and the idea of cultural ownership per se is not that helpful in guiding us through the ethical thicket raised through the commercial use of ethnicity, or in analyzing the meaning of patterns of imagery. Regardless of the aesthetic choices that designers, agencies, or companies make, they must inform themselves about the history of that imagery. Individuals may feel that particular ideas or images have emerged directly from their own unconscious, with no intention of offending anyone, but run into major opposition when those ideas become public. For example, the Italian company Benetton prudently withdrew some of its magazine and transportation ads in the United States when protests were mounted. Advertisements showing an African-American woman suckling a white child, or models dressed in Catholic nuns’ habits, played in the European market, but were too offensive in the American context.

  The long development of American (indeed, international) consumer culture means that many, many images have an earlier history That history is not only aesthetic, but also contains the racial and ethnic pieties and conflicts of earlier generations. Before an image goes before the public, it is imperative that its creators research its sociopolitical history as an image as well as its aesthetic appeal.

  Those responsible for selecting imagery operate in an environment in which cultures may not “own” images, but can assert the power of their historical interpretations of imagery and use their socioeconomic power to force changes in commercial presentation. Knowing the social and cultural history of ethnic imagery could easily prevent key errors (and lawsuits) in this era of tremendous visual sensitivity. Researching the history of a particular image can prevent a company from muddying its commercial presentation by introducing visual elements associated with prejudicial attitudes unrelated to its contemporary commercial purposes. Intentional efforts to draw attention to previous stereotypes need to be produced in a clear-cut manner, probably more suitable to documentary presentation than direct advertising. In any event, the complicated history of visual imagery in the United States cannot be ignored as one of the key elements in choosing a final design or company presentation.

  Originally published in Volume 14, Number 1, 1996.

  RAINBOWS, CLOSETS, AND DRAG:

  APPROPRIATION OF GAY AND LESBIAN IMAGERY

  Stuart McKee

  With a long history of social exclusion, lesbians and gays have until recently kept their cultures steadfastly private. During the last quarter century of “gay liberation” and “out” politics, however, we have recognized the value of legitimizing our presence within the public spaces of American print culture. Affirmative images of lesbians and gays are now flourishing within our own print channels, where we have made significant political gains by establishing our identity within the cultural margins.

  And corporate America has been paying attention. It is now difficult to browse any of our media-saturated marketplaces without finding carefully veiled appropriations of lesbian and gay identity. Though such representation gives us public exposure, it also co-opts our culture and fuels a contention that has divided the lesbian and gay communities throughout our coexistence with the cultural mainstream. Should we aim to assimilate with the dominant culture, risking eventual acculturation, or will we make greater political gains by remaining culturally distinctive?

  Unlike most other cultural groups, lesbians and gays fit into every pocket of the American demographic, crossing lines of gender, ethnicity, age, class, and religion. It is thus difficult to define what types of imagery are lesbian or gay, let alone whether such images are being appropriated. Critical queers have denounced the white, prosperous gay cultural elite, which they claim overshadows more marginal lesbian and gay interests. Other, more specialized factions, such as the bisexual, transsexual, and activist communities, are frequently criticized for overadvertising their subcultural idiosyncrasies. Finally, to assert that lesbian and gay cultural imagery exists is to imply that all other imagery is essentially “straight,” and thus politically stigmatizing. Many within the gay community would uphold that a straight designer could never successfully replicate the lesbian or gay identity, no matter how positive his or her articulation of gay concerns.

  Lesbians and gays are naturally suspicious of the appropriation of their imagery. Having had to lie and hide throughout our collective past has made recovering our own history a difficult task. Certain themes that have been primary to our experience are becoming culturally common and hence up for grabs, including the ritual of coming out, the metaphor of the closet, and the gender play of drag. Camp expression, one of the most ingrained gay cultural traditions, first came into widespread contention in 1964 when Susan Sontag published her influential essay “Notes on Camp.” By de-emphasizing camp’s status as lesbian and gay territory, Sontag instigated one of the many cultural border wars that rattle lesbians and gays to this day.

  The advertising industry, for example, has become prolific at appropriating the alternative, underground chic of lesbian and gay visual language. A “life"-sized placard of Joe Camel, the cultural chameleon, stands within a store window near one of the busiest street corners in San Francisco’s Castro district, pumped up and decked out to cruise gay passersby. Marketing professionals, in their recent recognition of our capacity to influence capital, have incorporated lesbian and gay lifestyles in their advertisements in hopes of attracting our distinctive audience. In the early 1990s, Banana Republic released an ad campaign presenting a variety of same-sex couples in intimate proximity. Corporate advertisements placed within the lesbian and gay media have even begun to appropriate our political voice, as when Anheuser-Busch declared, “Labels belong on beer, not people” in a recent ad for Bud Light.

  No strangers ourselves to crossing cultural boundaries, lesbians and gays have been adopting the strategies of corporate communication to market our own identities. Lesbian and gay identification can be bought as a variety of symbols, most notably the inverted pink triangle and the rainbow sequence of colors. These commodities function as corporate markers to label ourselves, the things we own, and the spaces we inhabit. One company, Shocking Gray, offers a four-color mail-order catalog entitled Pride, which specializes in articulating the rainbow as a commodity. All told, it advertises more than fifty rainbow-emblazoned items, including clocks, screen savers, suspenders, and picture frames.

  Much of what lesbians and gays have created as our own culture has been appropriated from the mainstream. The symbolism of many lesbian and gay institutions, such as the Gay Games, the Pink Panthers, and the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, are fashioned after established cultural models. ACT UP, Queer Nation, and a variety of other lesbian and gay pressure groups before them have recognized that sampling from the print status quo undermines the values that delineate cultural boundaries in a language they know society will understand. Queer Nation, for example, has invaded public shopping malls with queer declarations disguised as back-to-school fliers. Appropriation, for the lesbian and gay community, becomes a powerful mechanism for mocking the systems of representation that have been established by America’s social institutions. Appropriation repositions print’s cultural boundaries, introducing lesbians and gays into a variety of places—the public square, the workplace, and the home—where we have been refused recognition.
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  ANGELA AND THE NEHRU JACKET

  Natalia Ilyin

  Nehru jackets remind me of being fifteen years old in that baking Marin County summer, the summer that Jonathan Jackson, seventeen, shot a judge to death in the parking lot of the Civic Center. In that shoot-out, Gary Thomas, assistant district attorney, was paralyzed from the waist down by a bullet from a .30-caliber carbine owned by Angela Davis. Four people died that day, including Jackson, Judge Haley, and two of the convicts Jackson was trying to free. The TV news carried muddy, blown-up, black-and-white photos of victims and suspects, caught at birthday parties or in front of new cars. I especially remember a picture of Angela Davis speaking to the crowd, wearing love beads and a Nehru jacket.

  I’m sure that Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first prime minister, had not expected his jacket to land on the back of Angela Davis. At first, in the early sixties, it had symbolized a muddled belief in the value of Indian spiritualism to Western culture. The Beatles, after all, had returned from India with long hair and Nehru jackets, and they were the hippest thing imaginable. But after all those pictures of Angela Davis, and the pictures of the shoot-out, the jacket carried a meaning of ascetic radicalism.

  As soon as a cultural image like a Nehru jacket or a love bead is replicated in the press, it comes under the purview of the graphic designer. It can be manipulated, used to sell laundry detergent, separated from its original meaning, and filled with new meaning, or, interestingly enough, with nonmeaning.

  Ms. Davis, once the quintessential radical, now makes a quiet living on the college lecture circuit, speaking to the huge cool darkness of university auditoriums for a flat fee. In the early seventies, her image symbolized intellectual vision, then the violence that blurred that vision. In the eighties, she told people to get MB As, while Jane Fonda, another radical icon, made fitness videos. Like Jane, she has reinvented herself many times. Like Jane’s, her face is a recycled image.

  Now, in the mid-nineties, when our middle-parted, mini-skirted assistants are wearing their Max Mara Nehru jackets made of a lovely chocolate-brown worsted wool, women my age want to take them by the shoulders and scream loudly into their benign and intelligent faces: Why?

  We believed in the culture that was concurrent with the jacket; we believed in what it represented—in that feminism, in that antiwar movement, in that civil rights march. We believed that things would get better, but they did not. The dreams of the sixties culminated in the violence of the seventies, and America turned, as one, away from war and intellectual rhetoric and toward the power of money. Now we look in vain to the wearers of Nehru jackets for a flicker of recognition of a meaning that has long evaporated.

  I have found that there are two kinds of people in the world: those who understand the ramifications of a sentence or an image or a typeface and those who do not. No amount of hiding behind a pose of insouciance, irony, satire, or ambiguity can save dullards who do not understand the ramifications of what they design, wear on their back, or repeat in smoke-filled bars. It is the denial of ramification that makes the stylistic use of old symbols painful for those who believed in their meaning.

  Nostalgia twists truth out of its socket. We accept a false simplification of the past because we have forgotten the details, because it is convenient to forget. The recycling of the imagery of the seventies for use in the nineties is really a shift from politics to consumerism: we are selling people a cleaned-up image of ourselves, of what we wish we had been. The emphasis is on the way things look, on how to attain that look, rather than on what things mean and how to symbolize that meaning. Angela, who had become the mediated icon of radicalism, depoliticizes herself, reinvents herself as a product, in order to survive in the public eye, in order to stay on top.

  People always say that the history books are written by the winners—by the people on top in a society. It’s true: a construct of past images may be created by the winner, but a hoarded knowledge of the real facts is often the strength of the losing side. The images of the Holocaust are kept from fading by its survivors, not by the governments who won the war. My Russian aunt in her two-room Moscow apartment lived through Stalinism and purges and perestroika by burying herself in history: she recites to me 1,133 years of Ilyin patronymics. These people survived the false historical construct perpetrated by a dominant order by clinging to the facts of their experience.

  And we are in a similar spot. Survivors of “discovered” eras are caught between the truth of their own memories and the commercialization of their culture’s past. They watch symbols that meant something to them become marginalized, become fashion. They note that Jane Fonda got implants. They grouse about kids and what they’re wearing, but their real argument is not with the kids. Of course not. It is with the loss of detail, with the changing of fact that comes with selling aspects of the dream back to the twenty-year-old. Young people pick what they want to use as symbols, true. But their choice, today, is highly influenced by the narrowness of the mediated palette. The fewer details shown, the fewer used. It is in detail, not in broad-brush nostalgia, that meaning survives.

  When we rely on recycling a shrinking stock of recognizable images (the one of Marilyn on the subway grate, the one of the Kennedy brothers in shirtsleeves, the one of the bloodstained body of Martin Luther King, Jr.), we narrow our focus away from the details of the real—of what these people were, of what they said fully, of what they meant in their context. When we design by picking and choosing from Charles Spencer Anderson’s image books or other predigested sources, we leave out so much information that the past is unrecognizable. We weave the fabric of our culture from a shrinking supply of threads, and the truth is forgotten, in favor of the simple.
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CEASE AND DESIST: ISSUES OF CULTURAL

  REAPPROPRIATION IN URBAN STREET DESIGN

  Interview by Kevin Lyons

  Located on the margins of postindustrial society, urban youth of all races have had to face political and social alienation, truncated opportunity, and economic oppression. At the end of the 1970s, urban youth were forced to create their own cultural networks by reshaping their cultural identities in a hostile, technologically sophisticated, multiethnic urban terrain. Through dissemination and reappropriation of sampled sounds, styles, and images, urban artists brought Afro-diasporic cultural priorities to bear on advanced technology through rap music, break dancing, and graffiti, in turn creating urban street culture. Often criticized and misrepresented by uninformed academics as purely rip-off design, hip-hop and rave design, drawing inspiration from both pop art and graffiti, have come to graphically represent this culture and are executing the most creative and complex forms of reappropriation of cultural imagery.

  As both a graduate student in graphic design and a practicing designer within this unique artist group, I sat down with four of the more influential urban street designers—Eric “Haze” of L.A.–based Haze Graphics; James Jebbia, owner of New York/L.A. Union stores, as well as New York City’s skate store Supreme; Ssur Russ, owner and creator of SSureal Visuals; and Joseph Melendez, store manager of Union in New York and creator of the clothing line Rock Hard—to discuss their views on reappropriation and issues of cultural, commercial, legal, and moral ownership.

  KL: Denied certain opportunities, educational and economic, urban youths have a history of turning to art for a way out—as a means of self-employment. By taking familiar or powerful imagery from corporations, products, and films, reappropriation has become a method of crossover and thus a source of finance, survival, and success in a society once closed to us. When confronted with issues of ownership and rights to imagery, how do each of you respond to critics who simply say that we are rip-off artists?

  Haze: The way I see it, there are no original ideas anymore. Everything is based on a familiar cultural reference to something in the past. Biting [a street term for “appropriation”] is a way of life. It has a longstanding tradition. It is, in essence, an extension of pop art.

  James: I believe it is hard to judge ownership in the case of a big shoe company that actively pursues legal suits against small, cutting-edge companies while, at the same time, it sends video cameras to New York City playgrounds to observe how kids wear clothes and rock styles.

  Haze: Urban youth make up their most profitable market group. All of those companies draw inspiration from the streets. We are simply stealing back what they took from us.

  James: Yeah, I don’t believe any imagery should ever be given so much power that it cannot be played with.

  Haze: In many ways, we are killing our icons—our heroes. From childhood on, we are overwhelmed by name brands and product logos. By playing with them, you can go toe-to-toe with the giant. The little guy eclipsing the big guy.

  James: I have to laugh. It costs them more money in lawyer fees to tell me to cease and desist [a legal term informing a company to stop producing certain products on grounds of copyright infringement] than I make doing it.

  Haze: I believe 100 percent, though, in legal ownership. If a company sues me, I own up. I went for it, and they caught me.

  James: The new reappropriation, though, must be as strong graphically as the one it was taken from. It must be able to stand on its own.

  Ssur: So much of what I do, even my knockoffs, no one understands. So it is important that the logo looks so good that it can sell itself even if the reference is unknown.

  Haze: That’s why we only do certain logos. I only do logo bites if I like and respect the logo to begin with.

  KL: Then, like sampling, by appropriating old symbols and images, we are, in effect, paying homage to the originals—a form of cultural archeology. We reformulate, change the context, and make kids recognize and rethink logos and images. The new reappropriated symbols take on new cultural identities. What about in the case of using exploitative imagery? Or what about artists who use imagery outside of their own immediate racial makeup or culture?

  Haze: Inner-city urban youth culture is made up of many races and cultures.

  Ssur: And that is not to say that we are multicultural. That denies our individual histories and backgrounds. Academics have made multiculturalism into the new melting pot. Urban street culture now has more to do with economic inopportunity and sociopolitical nonrepresentation than race.

  Joseph: African-American culture has been exploited for hundreds of years. Reappropriation is part of this tradition. But now some of us are turning it around and using it as a source of pride and awareness, rather than exploitation and shame. Of course there are some, though, who are still using it in uninformed/exploitative ways.

  KL: Like rap music, provocative, even controversial cultural appropriation has become an alternative form of awareness and education. A starting point for argument and discussion.

  Ssur: Many of us use images that we can relate to our own personal struggles on the street and in the industry. This is where this strong association to the outsider—the underdog—comes from.

  Joseph: Credit is due only when you are educated and aware of your own imagery.

  KL: So this awareness and responsibility, then, can give justification to certain appropriation and lack of awareness or irresponsibility can discredit others?

  Joseph: Most definitely.

  [image: image]

  In a society that worships and promotes multimillion-dollar corporate logos and exploits imagery of all sorts, it should come as no surprise that we, who have been denied access to such opportunity, should now turn to those same corporations as a method of rising up and finding a way for ourselves. If nothing else, critics should recognize that, for the most part, we are not using reappropriation as an excuse for design. Instead, we have very specific and well-thought-out reasons behind our work. Reappropriation comes very naturally to us. It has been a necessary step in our development as designers and entrepreneurs. It has been our education, as well as our mode of educating others. In the end, reappropriation has allowed us, at the least, to stake claim to the urban street culture of which we have been both victim and champion.
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IS THERE LEGAL PROTECTION FOR CULTURAL IMAGERY?

  Rosemary J. Coombe

  Graphic designers work in an environment shaped by intellectual property laws that commodify, protect, license, and regulate the use of the imagery upon which they draw. The laws of copyright, trademark, and publicity rights (which prohibit the use of celebrity images or likenesses), however, are as routinely violated as they are enforced. Moreover, not all imagery is legally protected from unauthorized use, and this, I will suggest, may be a matter of particular concern for many cultural minorities.

  Laws of intellectual property are based upon liberal, individualist principles born of Enlightenment certainties and legitimated by Romantic ideologies. The Eurocentrism of these (purportedly universal or neutral) premises often serves to devalue creative expressive forms produced collectively, intergenerationally, or in unfamiliar media—often produced by those with non-European cultural traditions. As a consequence, although much imagery may be legally available for public use, unauthorized usage may offend the sensibilities and norms of the people who originate the imagery. The ethics and politics of appropriating imagery from other cultures are indeed complex and will increasingly demand the attention of graphic designers as new forms of communications media make imagery from ever-farther corners of the globe readily available for adaptation and inclusion in graphic works.

  Laws of copyright protect the creative products of individual authors (in copyright law, all creators are deemed “authors"), pictured as autonomous individuals whose creations are solely the products of the originality of an unfettered imagination. Through the imprint of the authors’ unique personalities, expressions that originate with their activity and are fixed by their material form are deemed to be their property. The law assumes that “ideas” are always available for appropriation, but “expressions” are the property of those who inscribe or imprint them. Through their labor, authors make these ideas their own; their possession and control over the “work” is justified by this expressive activity. As long as authors do not copy another’s expressive works, they are free to find their inspiration, ideas, themes, motifs, and design elements anywhere they please and to incorporate these into their own work. Any restriction upon their ability to do so is viewed in liberal democracies as an impermissible restriction on freedom of expression. Possessive individualism and liberal democracy are thereby mutually affirmed.

  The Romantic individualism that permeates this law has certainly been criticized, especially by those influenced by anthropology, sociology, Marxism, and poststructuralism. Critics argue that all expressive forms are produced in social contexts, that genres, themes, motifs, and design elements are conventionally defined, that art is only recognized as art in certain social conditions. Many forms of expressive activity are not recognized as resulting in “artistic” works, even though they involve significant creativity (certain kinds of food preparation, quilt designs handed down and modified through the generations, ritual tattoo motifs, and collaborative fashionings of ritual costumes are a few examples). All ideas, critics suggest, come to us through the medium of expressions, and it is the circulation of such expressions that provides the very wellspring of creative inspiration. Creativity, these critics assert, must always involve the reworking of those cultural forms available to us.

  Copyright laws attempt to preclude artists from reproducing the work of others, making many “arts of appropriation” open to potential lawsuits. On the other hand, the legal emphasis upon individual expression and the requirement of a permanent fixed form leaves many products of artistry unprotected and thus available for incorporation into the work of designers. Although it is tempting to view this aspect of the law as a space of freedom, for many it results in perceived exploitation and expropriation. Creative designs produced by collectives, in ritual contexts, over generations, or not fixed in recognized forms (such as the imagery of the sweat lodge or the sun dance), may be ripped out of sacred, ancestral, and secret contexts to be incorporated into the works of others. A woman in India, for example, may create an elaborately wrought design in the clay in front of her home on a daily basis, using patterns and skills passed down from mother to daughter over the generations. By midday, the design will have disappeared. Should a visiting artist happen upon the creation, sketch or photograph the design, and later use it on the cover of an annual report or as the basis for a textile print, he or she will be deemed its author. Such activities may produce intense feelings of violation in certain communities, where creative forms may serve distinct purposes, may be understood to be appropriately used only in clearly defined contexts, and may be seen as integral to the identity of a lineage or the heritage of a people. The law enables the expressions of some people to become available as ideas for the appropriation of others and may protect the appropriator when the expressions are incorporated into an expressive work that is legally recognized.

  Trademark laws pose other dilemmas. A trademark is an image, logo, design, brand name, or any other symbol capable of distinguishing one’s goods or services in the market. A trademark cannot simply be descriptive; for example, one could not obtain exclusive rights to use the term sweet for pears or candies. Instead, the law requires that a mark be suggestive, arbitrary, or fanciful, like Smarties for candy or Sweet for tires. Such marks are legally deemed “distinctive.” Once a manufacturer establishes legal rights to a mark through extensive use in marketing and consumer recognition, it can prevent others from legally using the same or a similar mark, on the basis that it will be confusing to the public or that the distinction of its mark will be “diluted” by the reproduction of the mark in unauthorized contexts.

  In their quests for distinction in competitive markets, it is not surprising that designers of trademarks have looked to ever more exotic locales and to other cultures to find signifying forms that are not already in commercial use. This practice may be viewed as an invasive violation by those whose cultural forms become commodified and invested with alien meanings. Imagine the consternation of the Sioux, for example, when a beer manufacturer used the name of their revered ancestor Crazy Horse to market malt liquor. Given the devastation wrought by alcohol in many Indian communities, it was intensely insulting to have a great leader’s name used in such a way. Many native people experience great pain when they see the hard-earned, ritually endowed feather headdresses of their ancestors mass-produced as stereotypes to market everything from beer to insurance.

  For graphic designers, the trademark field presents two potential sources of ethical dilemma, particularly when design trends move away from abstract symbols to designs derived from vernacular sources. On the one hand, to the extent that trademarks are ubiquitous in the visual culture of commercial societies, they are widely recognized and carry great symbolic weight. It is tempting to incorporate existing marks into new designs because they are so instantly recognizable. Many artists, however, have been threatened with litigation when they have attempted to use trademark forms in new visual contexts (for example, the famous Crayola crayon package used as the basis for a novelty soap presentation). Some artists have deliberately decided to flout the law, using the trademarks of powerful corporations in transgressive works that comment critically upon corporate activities; they take legal risks when doing so.

  Another dilemma arises for the designer who is asked to produce graphic trademarks for use in commerce; the legal freedom one has to use motifs, designs, images, and visual signs drawn from other cultures presents the artist with an ethical quandary. Without knowing anything about the traditions, lifeways, and political struggles of those with whom the imagery originates, graphic designers may produce works that are innocuous or merely insensitive. However, these appropriations may also be experienced as insults, if not serious affronts, to people for whom these expressive forms have histories and traditions that serve important continuing social and political needs. Our legal traditions are based upon particular premises that may not do justice to the values, norms, and aspirations of others.
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SWASTIKA CHIC

  Steven Heller

  On May 19, 1933, German Minister of Information Joseph Goebbels decreed a “Law for Protection of National Symbols,” which prevented the Nazi swastika from unauthorized commercial use and insured its integrity as a national emblem. After the war, the Allies’ de-Nazification legislation, which outlawed use of the swastika as being indivisible from the Nazi party, inadvertently increased its symbolic power. Although the swastika originated in antiquity as a symbol of good fortune, the criminal ideology for which it came to stand should forever make it a charged icon that defies legitimacy. Today, use of the swastika as a graphic element is confined primarily to white supremacy groups and commercial publishers of books about Nazi Germany. The same cannot be said of other “Nazi-style” graphics, which have been incorporated into heavy metal, motorcycle gang, and skateboard ephemera—appropriation that may be aware of the genocidal racism that the symbol represents or indifferent to its historic context, a usurpation of the symbol’s powerful visual impact.

  In the 1970s, the rock group Kiss first introduced aestheticized Nazi iconography to the American youth culture by attaching the emblematic SS lightning bolts to the end of its band logo, thereby inspiring the widespread adoption of demonic German-looking graphic elements by other heavy metal bands. In doing so, Kiss encouraged music fans to accept this otherwise emotionally charged image as merely another pop icon. Kiss drew upon the inherent graphic power of this image, as well as its leather costumes and fright makeup, as a means to both shock and entertain its followers. Nonetheless, it seems inconceivable that the band members were wholly ignorant of the relationship between its logo and the mark of Hitler’s dread Schutzstaffel, or defense squad, which administered all aspects of the Final Solution. The visual style of horror and heavy metal rock that Kiss helped pioneer was informed by a trend in gothic superhero and heavy metal comics, which coincidentally appropriated and exaggerated graphic devices from the same Northern European heraldic tradition that inspired much of Hitler’s iconography. Nazi-derived graphics also appear on motorcycle gang regalia, a fact known to Kiss and its image makers at the time. Bikers deliberately adopted German-style helmets, Nazi pins, iron crosses, and other medallions to underscore their admittedly racist subcultures. Yet, since nothing else in the Kiss repertoire reveals an anti-Semitic or racist ideology, it appears that the band’s fetish for Nazi heraldry was merely a flagrant disregard for the historical significance embodied in these images. Nevertheless, the band must bear responsibility for trivializing the SS logo and helping to neutralize a potent icon.

  The subsequent mechandising of heavy metal ephemera, such as death’s-head necklaces (another SS symbol) and T-shirts bearing Nazi-derived marks, erodes the meanings of images built upon a legacy of inhuman behavior. Yet, substantive criticism has been all but nil; these images have been matter-of-factly accepted as part of this entertainment genre’s overall identity, more or less sloughed off as stagecraft. One of the few critical stabs at the commercial Nazi style is the use of the S in the logo for Spinal Tap, Rob Reiner’s 1985 film parody of a popular heavy metal band on its last, dismal American tour. Although they employ the icons, they are naïfs, not Nazi sympathizers. Moreover, the band’s misadventures suggest that even the most tasteless portions of its act were done merely to get a rise out of its fans, often without regard for the ultimate implications of its acts. Such is the case in real life, too.

  Although these perverse images have been trivalized, the ramifications are not trivial. In an age when even the crucifix has been reduced to a stylish fashion accessory, images reminiscent of Nazi horror and neo-Nazi racism are becoming more widespread and appealing to an ever-younger market—currently surfacing on skateboards and Pogs (collectible milk bottle caps) sold to boys between the ages of ten and seventeen. In the October 1995 issue of Thrasher, a skateboard monthly that dabbles in alternative politics, four advertisements for skateboards exhibit overt and covert Germanic/Nazi visual influences. The iron cross, the traditional German army medallion for valor (indeed, the only medal that Hitler ever wore on his tunic), appears as a component of an Old English logotype for Beer City Skateboards; a Kiss/SS-inspired lightning bolt is the centerpiece in the Germanic spiky Fraktur type for the Real Skateboard logo; a variant of a Flemish SS divisional badge is part of the logo for Vision Street Wear. And the logo for Z Products bears a striking similarity to certain current neo-Nazi iconography. Z Products’ logo can be justified as influenced by heavy metal comics and Mortal Kombat video game graphics, but other graphics suggest a more sinister influence. A tear-and-peel promotional sticker with the logo for Follow for Now, a rock group, directly borrows from the logo of the Aryan Nations, a neo-Nazi hate group linked to a variety of political assassinations. And the logo for Focus, a skateboard company, combines two fascistic crosses used by the Ku Klux Klan in the United States and the Afrikaner Resistance Movement in South Africa.

  We asked a twenty-two-year-old New York design student who has used Nazi-inspired imagery for a local band’s graphics to explain why such imagery has appeal. After requesting that his name not be printed, he said that although he has no racist leanings, the Nazis had the best identity program he’d ever seen. “I don’t use the swastika directly in my work, but I have twisted it around and distorted it while keeping the strong graphic look.” When told that his imagery resembled some neo-Nazi logos, he responded, “I have never seen them, but I guess it’s inevitable that, when working with these graphics, the result would be similar. While I don’t want the band to be perceived as skinhead or right wing, the logo is just so damn strong, and what’s more, the war’s been over for fifty years.”

  Heavy metalists and skateboarders are not the only appropriators of Nazi imagery. A few years ago, the Meat Producers of America hired a graphic designer to strengthen its image and, instead, found itself in hot water. The designer borrowed and slightly transformed a well-known poster by Ludwig Hohlwein, a German artist and Nazi party propagandist for the Hitler Youth movement. The original featured a poster boy in Nazi uniform, carrying a swastika flag; the Meat Producers version substituted a cowboy suit and an American flag. Once in public, the poster’s unmistakable resemblance to the original was recognized and the poster was quickly recalled from active service. It was also not selected for any contemporary design shows. This is not the case for the identity and menus for Lorenzo Ristorante Italiano, which appears in Creativity 23 and is derived from another of Hohlwein’s posters, this one for Deutsche Lufthansa. Though this poster did not include a swastika, it originally advertised the 1936 Olympic Games that Hitler orchestrated to show off his “master race.”

  While serious “samplers” or “appropriators” of visual imagery argue that stealing existing logos is a political act that either critiques meaning or empowers the user, such thinking really shows a disregard for the power of certain key symbols and the importance of not trivializing the most charged among them. As eyewitnesses to the Holocaust die off and collective memory fades, a few indelible images ought to survive intact, unappropriated, as reminders of historical truth. While photographs certainly attest to Nazi crimes, the magnitude of Nazi genocide demands that every trace of the regime be forever remembered. The various symbols devised by the Nazi image makers for the most sophisticated visual identity of any nation are a vivid reminder of the systematic torture and murder engaged in by this totalitarian state. These pictures, signs, and emblems are not merely clip art for contemporary designers to toy with as they please, but evidence of crimes against humanity.
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BACK IN THE USSR (OR THAT UKRAINE TYPE

  REALLY KNOCKS ME OUT)

  Paula Scher

  It’s funny the way something suddenly looks good. I was recently shocked to find that a couple of terrific El Lissitzky and Rodchenko posters had graced the pages of moldy art history books from my college days. In fact, there were Russian constructivist posters in all the poster collection books that I had accumulated over thirteen years, but, for some reason, I never really studied them until 1979.

  I flipped by them when I was looking for Victorian inspiration. I ignored them when I was ripping off art nouveau and art deco designs.

  I discovered El Lissitzky when I was heavily into my Cassandre phase. I remember flipping through The Poster in History and finding the black-and-white poster of a boy and girl whose heads were merging together. There was a giant red “USSR” running across their foreheads. “That’s great!” I said.

  At the moment I said “That’s great!” I was back in the USSR. I knew I would look for more El Lissitzky posters and that I would incorporate the style into my own work.

  I didn’t say “That’s great!” when I saw the poster in 1974. In 1974,1 looked at the giant USSR foreheads and said, “Too weird.”

  If we want to predict future graphic trends, all we have to do is pick up poster books and tape-record our responses to various genres and periods.

  Here’s what the responses mean:

  “That’s Great"—What we are doing now, or will be doing tomorrow, even though every client will reject it.

  “Nice"—What we have been doing for the past three years, and what we will resort to when “That’s Great” is rejected.

  “Tired"—What we have been doing for the past five years.

  “Too Weird"—What we will be doing in five years.

  “Too Ugly"—What we will be doing in ten years.

  It is no coincidence that around the time I said “That’s great!” to El Lissitzky, two Rodchenko books were published, followed by a big new Lissitzky book and The Art of the October Revolution and Paris–Moscow and The Art of the Russian Avant-Garde, plus the George Costinokos exhibit at the Guggenheim with the accompanying book, the Malevich book, etc. It was also no coincidence that many of my designer friends had gone “Russian crazy” at the same time. When five hundred unrelated people say “That’s great!” at the same time and incorporate the influence into their work, it constitutes a movement.

  In analyzing our response to Russian constructivism, I’m convinced that we’re responding to our political and economic climate in both emotional and practical terms.

  The work of the Russian constructivists represented the optimism of the Revolution and the Marxist Utopian dream. But the late seventies and the eighties have been politically depressing times, a period of negativity, conservatism, and a general lowering of our personal and economic expectations. Constructivist work could make us feel we were creating a visual rebellion in inspired times. We could make a graphic statement that was visually strong, although there was no justification for it—another triumph of style over substance.

  The practical aspect of constructivism is that it is cheap to do. A vigorous and “important"-looking graphic design can be had for the cost of typesetting and a few photostats.

  The drawback to the constructivist design approach is that it is very difficult to sell.

  First, the most logical use for it would be on jackets for Russian political books of that period. Unfortunately, publishing editors find type on an angle very difficult to read. This means that a good constructivist design usually is killed in favor of something “less complicated.” Another editorial complaint is that it doesn’t look “serious” enough. I confess that I don’t understand this complaint. They were dead serious in 1917.

  In four years, and umpteen attempts, I’ve only had three constructivist designs reach the printing press. Two were posters for a CBS Records promotion of the “Best of Jazz.” The problem was to get twenty big names on a poster, not spend any money, and have it look good enough to motivate record-store owners to hang it up.

  The wonderful thing about being a designer in the music business is that nothing has to mean anything. That doesn’t mean that it’s easy being a music business designer. On the contrary.

  When I did the “Best of Jazz” posters in early 1980, the CBS Records marketing department didn’t understand that I was being influenced by El Lissitzky. They were mostly concerned that the names were big and legible, and that the posters were cheap. The marketing department thought the posters were a little weird stylistically, but that was okay because it made them new wave.

  After the “Best of Jazz” posters came out, I began getting calls from the graphics community asking me to submit work to various new wave shows. I would respond that I was not a new wave designer, and then I would be asked specifically for the “Best of Jazz” poster.

  How can something blatantly ripped off from 1917 be considered new wave?

  Gene Greif, a designer who often displays some constructivist influences in his work, told me recently that when he showed his portfolio two and three years ago, everyone said it was “too new wave.” “Now,” he tells me, “everyone says it’s too postmodern.”

  I’ve never liked labels. Constructivism certainly has had an enormous impact on the way I design, but so has nearly every other movement in art history, at different times.

  It’s 1983. I still think El Lissitzky is “great,” though sometimes I think he’s merely “nice.” I think I only have one year left in the USSR.

  Originally published in Volume 4, Number 1, 1984.

  DESIGNERS ON A DISK®

  Rhonda Rubinstein

  Some things never change. 1:53:48. Three hours to deadline, and I haven’t started the design for this new client. Time to launch a caffe latte on the espresso machine, load some ethnotechnopop on the CD player, and surreptitiously install the upgrade to the hottest designer software program, Designers on a Disk®.

  Naturally, some designers were shocked when Designers on a Disk was released in the late 1990s. After all, its ad campaign—“Become the famous designer you’ve always wanted to be!”—was rather presumptuous. But really, to proclaim that the program would “at best, encourage ubiquitous knockoffs, and, at worst, degrade the entire profession"! How could anyone resist its direct application of the hypermedia formula: technology, infotainment, and financial gain?

  With Designers on a Disk, even former typesetters and color separators like me can produce work that looks like it was designed by a brand-name graphic designer. I can be Piet Zwart for a day or Eric Gill for a night. The program characterizes the works of twenty-five graphic innovators and provides a framework in which to use their specific design elements. So now I can create film titles that pay homage to William Caslon or supermall signage à la Neville Brody.

  Even back in 1992 there were early versions of automated layout programs for Macs, PCs, and NeXT systems. Their aesthetics were a bit questionable (jazzy hadn’t really been considered a design term), but the electronic spoonfeeding of the “layout made easy” principles was happily accepted by thousands of consumers. The better programs, like Designer 4.0 and Personal Press for the Macintosh, provided numerous templates that could be tweaked, just like real designs. To cook up a corporate identity, the user simply poured in the essential ingredients: company name, address, and so on, which were then combined into their choice of letterhead templates. Voilà: instant stationery.
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