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Dedicated to Martin Fox, for his editorial guidance
during my years at Print magazine.


This book is a collection of my essays that I hand out in my Design Reading classes. Well, most are my own, but occasionally they are commentaries or reviews of others’ writings. The first of the recommended readings at the beginning of each semester is the artist and illustrator Ben Shahn’s “Biography of a Painting” from his book of Harvard lectures, The Shape of Content. It seems appropriate to start off this anthology with the story that has inspired me as an art director, writer, and lecturer. It begins with a brief recommendation to readers that I published on DesignObserver.com. It will commence right after the introduction.


Introduction

Design School Reader is how I describe a course, applicable to undergrad and graduate design students, that focuses on reading and writing. Reading is as important as designing—a designer cannot design for readers if they do not also read. In this case, I am proposing that among the great books, articles, and essays related and unrelated to design, students might also dip into some of my own work.

I want to share my musings about graphic design and, more generally, visual communications and popular culture. Building on the premise that all things natural and man-made are designed in the broadest sense, whether intentionally or not, not every essay found here is about conventional design. Yet I hope each text selected will provoke classroom discussion that has some relationship to the practice or history or philosophy of design. There are a range of subjects, many of which have been addressed in my previous anthologies, so I apologize for any duplication. I know my Allworth anthologies, including Design Literacy: Understanding Graphic Design 3rd Edition (2014), The Graphic Design Reader (2002), POP: How Graphic Design Shapes Popular Culture (2010), and Graphic Design Rants and Raves (2016), are used as class texts, but this is a little different. Design School Reader is specifically formatted as a sum of thematic parts that should be used as content for a class or workshop devoted to reading—not overtly about design, but viewed through the lens of design. Although these are my ideas, this class format (which admittedly is somewhat like a book club) can be done with any bibliography. They key is to read, discuss, and debate; toward this aim, I’ve included some discussion points at the end of most essays. Over the past couple of decades (before Skype), I would give classes where the students were each required to formulate a few questions based on their reading. I would then answer and we would all discuss. I encourage that participation—and videoconferencing has made it easier.

The selected essays are triggers for discussion. A short précis at the beginning of each section introduces the topic, and at the end I’ve suggested directions, but they are only suggestions—any and all questions and comments are welcome.

Ultimately, reading should be habitual—it is the gateway to writing—and it is my hope that every design course or program encourages this kind of addiction.


Foreword

MY FAVORITE READ:
BEN SHAHN’S THE SHAPE OF CONTENT



If you are going to read one thing this year, I suggest an essay in Ben Shahn’s The Shape of Content titled “Biography of a Painting.” It is not just about painting but rather about what is involved in making an image—a heartfelt image. Since designers are image-makers and storytellers, the ideas that Shahn, who was a poster artist, printmaker, book illustrator, photographer, and painter from the 1920s through the 1960s, addresses regarding the symbolic composition of his painting entitled “Allegory” is not only relevant to the muse-driven elite but to all “applied” or commercial artists and designers.



The Shape of Content is an anthology of lectures given at Harvard in 1957. They address all matters pertaining to Shahn’s creation of art. Yet “Biography” explains how art is not immune to the issues of the day, or the news of the moment, but rather is a tool of communicating information and critiquing the world. It is about a painting Shahn made in 1948 that was directly inspired by a news article about a Chicago fire in which “a colored man had lost four children.” Shahn was asked to make drawings to accompany a “concise reportorial account of the event.” The item was written with the dispassion that was common with such reportage, but after Shahn had acquired all the facts and viewed the visual record of the fire, he decided on a different course.

“It seemed to me,” he wrote, “that the implications of this event transcended the immediate story; there was a universality about man’s dread of fire, and his suffering of fire.” He further noted that it suggested that racial injustice played a role in this event that “had its own kind of universality.”

Shahn accounts for why, instead of literally portraying the event, he decided to develop a symbolic framework. “The narrative of the fire,” he wrote, “had aroused in me a chain of personal memories.” There were two significant fires in his own life, one when he was a boy and the town where he lived had burned down. The other “left its mark upon me and all my family, and left its scars on my father’s hands and face, for he had clambered up a drainpipe and taken each of my brothers and sisters and me out of the house one by one, burning himself painfully in the process.” As I read this passage, I recalled being pulled out of the fifth floor of my burning apartment building, which killed my next-door neighbor.

The artist describes in vivid terms how he developed symbolic imagery to express the feelings the news and memories evoked—and his search to find the right image. But this essay is not just a biography of this painting—it is about the harshly critical response from a New York critic and friend who attacked its technique and intention, going so far as to reject it as political propaganda. Shahn admitted that Allegory “is an idea painting. It is also a highly emotional painting, and I hope that it is still primarily an image, a paint image.” With great eloquence he explained that painting (like design) is not a limited medium. “Painting can contain the politician in a Daumier, the insurgent in a Goya, the suppliant in a Masaccio.”

There are many who say design should stick to serving the client and designers should keep politics out of what they do. For anyone who wants to read an inspiring account of why this is a short-sighted view, I highly recommend “Biography of a Painting” as a way to trigger this charged conversation.



Originally published as “Something to Read This Summer, Or Now!” in Design Observer, June 5, 2017.


DISCUSSION POINTS

▪ Why do artists write?

▪ How is a drawing or painting decoded?

▪ Should art and design be examined and analyzed to understand their meaning?

▪ Can art and design contain different points of view?




ONE: DESIGN LANGUAGE


When EYE magazine first published this now-bruising essay, I used the word “ugly” as a value and measure applied to graphic design and design education. My views of art history, pop culture, and recent design trends were considered herein about style and its meaning in graphic design. This essay has been reprinted in various outlets and talked about in schools. Since the 1990s, attitudes about ugliness and beauty have changed. However, this remains an essay that influenced the moment, the merits of which I encourage students to read and debate in this moment.

Cult of the Ugly

“Ask a toad what is beauty. . . . He will answer that it is a female with two great round eyes coming out of her little head, a large flat mouth, a yellow belly and a brown back” (Voltaire, Philosophical Dictionary, 1794). Ask Paul Rand what is beauty and he will answer that “the separation of form and function, of concept and execution, is not likely to produce objects of aesthetic value” (Paul Rand, A Designer’s Art, 1985). Then ask the same question of the Cranbrook Academy of Art students who created the ad hoc desktop publication Output (1992), and judging by the evidence they might answer that beauty is chaos born of found letters layered on top of random patterns and shapes. Those who value functional simplicity would argue that the Cranbrook students’ publication, like a toad’s warts, is ugly. The difference is that unlike the toad, the Cranbrook students have deliberately given themselves the warts.

Output is eight unbound pages of blips, type fragments, random words, and other graphic minutiae purposefully given the serendipitous look of a printer’s makeready. The lack of any explanatory précis (and only this end note: “Upcoming Issues From: School of the Art Institute of Chicago [and] University of Texas”) leaves the reader confused as to its purpose or meaning, though its form leads one to presume that it is intended as a design manifesto, another “experiment” in the current plethora of aesthetically questionable graphic output. Given the increase in graduate school programs which provide both a laboratory setting and freedom from professional responsibility, the word “experiment” has to justify a multitude of sins.

The value of design experiments should not of course be measured only by what succeeds, since failures are often steps toward new discoveries. Experimentation is the engine of progress, its fuel a mixture of instinct, intelligence, and discipline. This is the case with certain of the graphic design experiments that have emanated from graduate schools in the US and Europe in recent years, work driven by instincts and obscured by theory, with ugliness its foremost by-product.

How is “ugly” to be defined in the current postmodern climate where existing systems are up for reevaluation, order is under attack, and the forced collision of disparate forms is the rule? For the moment, let us say that ugly design, as opposed to classical design (where adherence to the golden mean and a preference for balance and harmony serve as the foundation for even the most unconventional compositions), is the layering of inharmonious graphic forms in a way that results in confusing messages. By this definition, Output could be considered a prime example of ugliness in the service of fashionable experimentation. Though not intended to function in the commercial world, it was distributed to thousands of practicing designers on the American Institute of Graphic Arts and American Center for Design mailing lists, so rather than remain cloistered and protected from criticism as on-campus “research,” it is a fair subject for scrutiny. It can legitimately be described as representing the current cult of ugliness.

The layered images, vernacular hybrids, low-resolution reproductions, and cacophonous blends of different types and letters at once challenge prevailing aesthetic beliefs and propose alternative paradigms. Like the output of communications rebels of the past (whether 1920s Futurists or 1960s psychedelic artists), this work demands that the viewer or reader accept nontraditional formats, which at best guide the eye for a specific purpose through a range of nonlinear “pathways,” and at worst result in confusion.

But the reasons behind this wave are dubious. Does the current social and cultural condition involve the kind of upheaval to which critical ugliness is a time-honored companion? Or in the wake of earlier, more serious experimentation, has ugliness simply been assimilated into popular culture and become a stylish conceit?

The current wave began in the mid-1970s with the English punk scene, a raw expression of youth frustration manifested through shocking dress, music, and art. Punk’s naive graphic language—an aggressive rejection of rational typography that echoes Dada and Futurist work—influenced designers in the late 1970s who seriously tested the limits imposed by modernist formalism. Punk’s violent demeanor surfaced in Swiss, American, Dutch, and French design and spread to the mainstream in the form of a “new wave,” or what American punk artist Gary Panter has called “sanitized punk.” A key anti-canonical approach later called Swiss Punk—which in comparison with the gridlocked Swiss International Style was menacingly chaotic, though rooted in its own logic—was born in the mecca of rationalism, Basel, during the late 1970s. The modernist elders who were threatened (and offended) by the onslaught of Swiss Punk attacked it not so much because of its appearance, but because it symbolized the demise of modernist hegemony.

Ugly design can be a conscious attempt to create and define alternative standards. Like war paint, the dissonant styles which many contemporary designers have applied to their visual communications are meant to shock an enemy—complacency—as well as to encourage new reading and viewing patterns. The work of American designer Art Chantry combines the shock-and-educate approach with a concern for appropriateness. For over a decade Chantry has been creating eye-catching, low-budget graphics for the Seattle punk scene by using found commercial artifacts from industrial merchandise catalogs as key elements in his posters and flyers. While these “unsophisticated” graphics may be horrifying to designers who prefer Shaker functionalism to punk vernacular, Chantry’s design is decidedly functional within its context. Chantry’s clever manipulations of found “art” into accessible, though unconventional, compositions prove that using ostensibly ugly forms can result in good design.

Ugly design can be a conscious attempt to create and define alternative standards.

Postmodernism inspired a debate in graphic design in the mid-1970s by revealing that many perceptions of art and culture were one-dimensional. Postmodernism urgently questioned certainties laid down by modernism and rebelled against grand Eurocentric narratives in favor of multiplicity. The result in graphic design was to strip modernist formality of both its infrastructure and its outer covering. The grid was demolished, while neoclassical and contemporary ornament, such as dots, blips, and arrows, replaced the tidiness of the canonical approach. As in most artistic revolutions, the previous generation was attacked, while the generations before were curiously rehabilitated. The visual hallmarks of this rebellion, however, were inevitably reduced to stylistic mannerisms which forced even more radical experimentation. Extremism gave rise to fashionable ugliness as a form of nihilistic expression.

In “Ode on a Grecian Urn” (1819), the Romantic poet John Keats wrote the famous lines: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all/Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.” Yet in today’s environment, one standard of beauty is no more the truth than is one standard of ugliness. It is possible that the most convention-busting graphic design by students and alumni of Cranbrook, CalArts, and Rhode Island School of Design, among other hothouses where theoretical constructs are used to justify what the untutored eye might deem ugly, could become the foundation for new standards based on contemporary sensibilities. Certainly, these approaches have attracted many followers throughout the deign world.

. . . while modernism smoothed out the rough edges of communications by prescribing a limited number of options, it also created a recipe for mediocrity.

“Where does beauty begin and where does it end?” wrote John Cage in Silence (1961). “Where it ends is where the artist begins.” So in order to stretch the perimeters of art and design to any serious extent, it becomes necessary to suspend popular notions of beauty so that alternative aesthetic standards can be explored. This concept is essential to an analysis of a recent work by the Chicago company Segura, who designed the program/announcement for the 1993 How magazine Creative Vision conference and whose work represents the professional wing of the hothouse sensibility. Compared to the artless Output, Segura’s seemingly anarchic booklet is an artfully engineered attempt to direct the reader through a maze of mundane information. Yet while the work might purport to confront complacency, it often merely obstructs comprehension.

A compilation of variegated visuals, the How piece is a veritable primer of cultish extremes at once compelling for its ingenuity yet undermined by its superficiality. Like a glutton, Segura has stuffed itself with all the latest conceits (including some of its own concoction) and has regurgitated them onto the pages. At first the juxtapositions of discordant visual material appear organic, but in fact little is left to chance. The result is a catalog of disharmony in the service of contemporaneity, an artifact that is already ossifying into a 1990s design style. It is a style that presumes that more is hipper than less, confusion is better than simplicity, fragmentation is smarter then continuity, and that ugliness is its own reward.

But is it possible that the surface might blind one to the inner beauty (i.e., intelligence) of this work? Ralph Waldo Emerson, in The Conduct of Life (1860), wrote: “The secret of ugliness consists not in irregularity, but in being uninteresting.” Given Emerson’s measure, it could be argued that design is only ugly when devoid of aesthetic or conceptual forethought—for example, generic restaurant menus, store signs, and packages. Perhaps, then, the How booklet, which is drowning in forethought, should be “read” on a variety of levels wherein beauty and ugliness are mitigated by context and purpose. Perhaps—but given the excesses in this work, the result can only be described as a catalog of pretense.

During the late 1940s and 1950s, the modernist mission was to develop design systems that would protect the global (not just corporate) visual environment from blight. Yet while modernism smoothed out the rough edges of communications by prescribing a limited number of options, it also created a recipe for mediocrity. If a modernist design system is followed by rote, the result can be as uninteresting and therefore as ugly—according to Emerson’s standard—as any non-designed newsletter or advertisement. So design that aggressively challenge the senses and intellect rather than following the pack should in theory be tolerated, if not encouraged.

For a new generation’s ideas of good design—and beauty—to be challenged by its forerunners is, of course, a familiar pattern. Paul Rand, when criticized as one of those “Bauhaus boys” by American type master W. A. Dwiggins in the late 1930s, told an interviewer that he had always respected Dwiggins’s work, “so why couldn’t he see the value of what we were doing?” Rudy VanderLans, whose clarion call of the “new typography,” Emigre, has been vituperatively criticized by Massimo Vignelli, has not returned the fire, but rather countered that he admires Vignelli’s work despite his own interest in exploring alternatives made possible by new technologies. It could be argued that the language invented by Rand’s “Bauhaus boys” challenged contemporary aesthetics in much the same way as VanderLans is doing in Emigre today. Indeed, VanderLans and those designers whom Emigre celebrates for their inventions—including Cranbrook alumni Edward Fella, Jeffery Keedy, and Allen Hori—are promoting new ways of making and seeing typography. The difference is that Rand’s method was based strictly on ideas of balance and harmony which hold up under close scrutiny even today. The new young Turks, by contrast, reject such verities in favor of imposed discordance and disharmony, which might be rationalized as personal expression, but not as viable visual communication, and so in the end will be a blip (or tangent) in the continuum of graphic design history.

. . . the line that separates parody and seriousness is thin, and the result is ugliness.

Edward Fella’s work is a good example. Fella began his career as a commercial artist, became a guest critic at Cranbrook, and later enrolled as a graduate student, imbuing in other students an appreciation for the naïf (or folk) traditions of commercial culture. He “convincingly deployed highly personal art-based imagery and typography in his design for the public,” explains Lorraine Wild in her essay “Transgression and Delight: Graphic Design at Cranbrook” (Cranbrook Design: The New Discourse, 1990). He also introduced what Wild describes as “the vernacular, the impure, the incorrect, and all the other forbidden excesses” to his graduate studies. These excesses, such as nineteenth-century fat faces, comical stock printers’ cuts, ornamental dingbats, hand scrawls, and out-of-focus photographs, were anathema to the early modernists, who had battled to expunge such eyesores from public view.

Similar forms had been used prior to the 1980s in a more sanitized way by American designers such as Phil Gips in Monocle magazine, Otto Storch in McCall’s magazine, and Bea Feitler in Ms. magazine. For these designers, novelty job printers’ typefaces and rules were not just crass curios employed as affectations, but appropriate components of stylish layouts. While they provided an alternative to the cold, systematic typefaces favored by the International Style, they appeared in compositions that were nonetheless clean and accessible. These were not experiments, but “solutions” to design problems.

Two decades later, Fella too reemployed many of the typically ugly novelty typefaces as well as otherwise neutral canonical letterforms, which he stretched and distorted to achieve purposefully artless effects for use on gallery and exhibition announcements. Unlike Gips’s and Feitler’s work, these were aggressively unconventional. In Cranbrook Design: The New Discourse, Fella’s challenges to “normal” expectations of typography are described as ranging from “low parody to high seriousness.” But the line that separates parody and seriousness is thin, and the result is ugliness. As a critique of the slick design practiced throughout corporate culture, Fella’s work is not without a certain acerbity. As personal research, indeed as personal art, it can be justified, but as a model for commercial practice, this kind of ugliness is a dead end.

“Just maybe, a small independent graduate program is precisely where such daunting research and invention in graphic design should occur,” argues Wild. And one would have to agree that given the strictures of the marketplace, it is hard to break meaningful ground while serving a client’s needs and wants. Nevertheless, the marketplace can provide important safeguards—Rand, for example, never had the opportunity to experiment outside the business arena and since he was ostensibly self-taught, virtually everything he invented was “on the job.” Jeffery Keedy and Allen Hori, both of whom had a modicum of design experience before attending Cranbrook, availed themselves of the luxury of experimenting free of marketplace demands. For them, graduate school was a place to test out ideas that “transgressed” as far as possible from accepted standards. So Wild is correct in her assertion that it is better to do research and development in a dedicated and sympathetic atmosphere. But such an atmosphere can also be polluted by its own freedoms.

The ugly excesses—or Frankenstein’s little monsters like Output—are often exhibited in public to promulgate “the new design discourse.” In fact, they merely further the cause of ambiguity and ugliness. Since graduate school hothouses push their work into the real world, some of what is purely experimental is accepted by neophytes as a viable model, and students, being students, will inevitably misuse it. Who can blame them if their mentors are doing so, too?

Common to all graphic designers practicing in the current wave is the self-indulgence that informs some of the worst experimental fine art. But what ultimately derails much of this work is what critic Dugald Stermer calls “adults making kids’ drawings.” When Art Chantry uses naive or ugly design elements, he transforms them into viable tools. Conversely, Jeffery Keedy’s Lushus, a bawdy shove-it-in-your-face novelty typeface, is taken seriously by some and turns up on printed materials (such as the Dutch Best Book Designs cover) as an affront to, not a parody of, typographic standards. When the layered, vernacular look is practiced in the extreme, whether with forethought or not, it simply contributes to the perpetuation of bad design.

“Rarely has beauty been an end in itself,” wrote Paul Rand in Paul Rand: A Designer’s Art. And it is equally mistaken to treat ugliness as an end result in itself. Ugliness is valid, even refreshing, when it is key to an indigenous language representing alternative ideas and cultures. The problem with the cult of ugly graphic design emanating from the major design academies and their alumni is that it has so quickly become a style that appeals to anyone without the intelligence, discipline, or good sense to make something more interesting out of it. While the proponents are following their various muses, their followers are misusing their signature designs and typography as style without substance. Ugliness as a tool, a weapon, even as a code is not a problem when it is a result of form following function. But ugliness as its own virtue—or as a knee-jerk reaction to the status quo—diminishes all design.



Originally published in EYE magazine, issue no. 9, Summer 1993.


DISCUSSION POINTS

▪ Is the concept of ugliness a valid principle to use in discussions of graphic design and typography?

▪ What does “ugly” mean in today’s design vocabulary?

▪ What would be the guiding critique of design in the current age?

▪ Can design be criticized using a universal standard?




 

The Legibility Wars

“What did you do during the Legibility Wars?” asked one of my more inquisitive design history students.

“Well, it wasn’t actually a war,” I said, recalling the period during the mid-1980s through the mid- to late 1990s when there were stark divisions between new and old design generations—the young anti-modernists, and the established followers of modernism. “It was rather a skirmish between a bunch of young designers, like your age now, who were called New Wave, Postmodern, Swiss Punk, whatever, and believed it necessary to reject the status quo for something freer and more contemporary. Doing that meant criticizing old-guard designers, who believed design should be simple—clean on tight grids and Helveticized.”

“Do you mean bland?” he quizzed further.

“Maybe some of it was bland,” I conceded. “But it was more like a new generation was feeling its oats and it was inevitable.” New technology was making unprecedented options possible. Aesthetic standards were changing because young designers wanted to try everything, while the older designers, especially the devout modern ones, believed everything had already been tried.

“I read that Massimo Vignelli called a lot of the new digital and retro stuff ‘garbage,’” my student said. “What did you say or do about it back then?”

“I was more or less on the modernist side and wrote about it in a 1993 EYE magazine essay called ‘Cult of the Ugly.’” I wasn’t against illegibility per se, just the stuff that seemed to be done badly. I justified biased distinctions not between beautiful and ugly, but between good ugly and bad ugly, or what was done with an experimental rationale and with merely style and fashion as the motive.

As I wrote in EYE at the time, “Ugly design can be a conscious attempt to create and define alternative standards. Like war paint, the dissonant styles which many contemporary designers have applied to their visual communications are meant to shock an enemy—complacency—as well as to encourage new reading and viewing patterns.” To make my point, I cited Art Chantry. “[His work] combines the shock-and-educate approach with a concern for appropriateness. For over a decade Chantry has been creating eye-catching, low-budget graphics for the Seattle punk scene by using found commercial artifacts from industrial merchandise catalogs as key elements in his posters and flyers. While these ‘unsophisticated’ graphics may be horrifying to designers who prefer Shaker functionalism to punk vernacular, Chantry’s design is decidedly functional within its context. Chantry’s clever manipulations of found ‘art’ into accessible, though unconventional, compositions prove that using ostensibly ugly forms can result in good design.”

“So you were a reactionary?” my student probed.

“I guess so,” I responded, slightly annoyed. “But you had to understand the times.” The modernists were fighting for their principles in academic articles and seminars, but mostly among themselves. I was caught up on both sides, but chose to go on record against the larger problem of illegibility, which I defined as ugly. Later, I surrendered to the forces of inevitability and the realization that there was no war to be won, no battle to be fought or skirmish to be had. There was no getting around the fact that newly developed—and newly available—technology would stimulate new ways of doing things.

. . . the Legibility Wars are indeed part of our collective graphic design history—an encapsulation of a defining (or, more aptly, redefining) moment when the scales shifted toward the new digital era.

“Other than a few designers,” he asked, “did anyone care?”

“I don’t know,” I muttered. “Not too many ‘anyones’ care about graphic design other than those of us who are involved, anyway.” While many may have forgotten them today, the Legibility Wars are indeed part of our collective graphic design history—an encapsulation of a defining (or, more aptly, redefining) moment when the scales shifted toward the new digital era. And that’s why I’m writing this personal reexamination of what the legibility skirmish was all about, where it ended up, and what, if anything, it means to practitioners, teachers, and scholars today.

Defining the Era

Modernism in the 1920s was a revolution that replaced outmoded traditions with radical methods of producing art, architecture, design, music, dance, and literature inspired by science and technology—as well as psychology. We still admire its collective output and celebrate it in countless exhibits and books. Collage, asymmetrical typography, and anarchic layouts were raw and exciting—a new language. But ultimately the next evolution, Swiss Modernism, was hijacked for political and institutional uses. The modernist vocabulary became a means of communication to and from the global corporate world in the 1960s, which gave way to modernistic styling. The Swiss style’s characteristics included very readable sans serif type, generous amounts of white space, geometry, and an emphasis on simplicity. It ran the gamut from the exquisite to the bland. It was the formulaic side of the equation that was being critiqued by a new generation who believed design had to have more flexibility than flush-left Helvetica and serve more than just corporate identities. So in 1984, when Apple’s first TV commercial announced that the Macintosh was the next major design tool, young creatives embraced its power, in part to make use of primitive techniques like pixelating, overlapping, under-printing, and serendipitous digital flaws. Illegibility was a flaw turned into a code used by 1980s graphic designers just like psychedelia was for 1960s poster artists. Designers were also being a tad sadistic—like cats playing with mice, illegibility was like batting around modernists before the kill.

On the whole, legibility is not the same as readability. The sin is not in breaking the former but in breaking the latter.

On the whole, legibility is not the same as readability. The sin is not in breaking the former but in breaking the latter. It can be argued that when something is illegible it is unreadable, but in fact, it is readable for those who crack the code. In the early 1920s, Dada and surrealist typography broke many of the classical rules of printing, but could be read by anyone with the patience to solve the puzzles or pass roadblocks to unfettered comprehension.

In the mid-1980s and ’90s, Rudy VanderLans’s Emigre magazine, the voice of the new type and digital typography movement, was dedicated to showcasing a coterie of avid contra-modernists who railed against dead style in favor of a so-called postmodern, or PoMo, approach that, in part, questioned the very form and function of type and imagery and the role played by the grid in making type read well. Again, illegibility was only a small part of the questions and answers. But altering these standards often meant taking license both in practice and in theory. Katherine McCoy, who ran Cranbrook Academy’s graphic design program, saw this legibility/readability construct as part of a linguistic evolution: “Visual phenomena are analyzed as language encoded for meaning. Meanings are deconstructed, exposing the dynamics of power and the manipulation of meaning.” This played out in the more experimental design schools and programs that gave students permission to see how far illegibility could be pushed before incompressibility set in.

Illegibility, such as it was, showed up in Emigre and in niche magazines like David Carson’s Ray Gun and Speak, Shift, Blur, and Lava, among others. But even the complex layering of type, pictures, and doodads that gave an impression of illegibility was never entirely so. (In a more extreme example, David Carson set an entire Ray Gun in dingbats rather than type—but the text was still published in the back of the magazine.) For those who had no patience for deciphering, if it wasn’t clean, it was considered illegible.

With Rick Poynor’s first Typography Now book (Edward Booth Clibborn Editions, 1991), the question about whether or not what was taking place was a legitimate type revolution was answered. There was enough “new typography” to prove real generational movement. In 1997, I made my own contribution with Faces on the Edge (coauthored with Anne Fink, Van Nostrand Rinehold). Poynor’s Typography Now Two: Implosion (1998) curiously brought closure to the illegibility debate, since even the most radical were readable. And his No More Rules: Graphic Design and Postmodernism (2003) summed up the whole phenomenon as a complete historical epoch from 1980 to 2000. In fact, illegibility had stopped being a defining postmodern issue years before the last regular issue of Emigre (#69) was published in 2005.

Reading Between the Lines

The real revolution was technology, which also had the effect of starkly increasing the power of women in design—and the number of women experimenting with illegibility and readability was considerable. April Greiman had been entrenched in modernism until 1984, when she embraced the first Macintosh with gusto. While most graphic designers were skeptical or afraid of its mystery, Greiman established herself as the pioneer—specifically of the digital commingling collage of video and still photography with type. Mixed media played a role in how text was composed and rendered legible or illegible, and Greiman’s work was called New Wave in the design press while it defied all imposed labels. “[She] had been rocking the Modernist boat for a few years when she undertook a major assault upon the design community’s sensibilities and preconceptions of what constitutes design,” the AIGA stated in 1998 when it awarded her its Lifetime Medal of Achievement. The incident in question? In 1986 Greiman was the subject and designer of Design Quarterly #133. It was an opportunity not only to present her digital work to the world, “but to ask a larger question of the work and the medium: Does it make sense? Reading Wittgenstein on the topic, she identified with his conclusion: ‘It makes sense if you give it sense,’” noted the AIGA. Illegibility was simply an outcome of other perceptual experiments. Greiman trashed the standard thirty-two-page format of Design Quarterly, and instead created a poster that folded out to almost three by six feet. On the front was a pixelated image of Greiman’s naked body amid layers of text and image; the poster also included notations on the digital process, and the whole thing was composed on the Macintosh using MacDraw. “Beyond considering whether digital technologies made sense, the Design Quarterly poster seemed to embody the disillusionment of a nation deeply wounded by the Vietnam War and shaped by the growth of feminism, spiritualism, Eastern religion, Jungian archetypes and dream symbolism,” the AIGA wrote.

While completely readable, Greiman did not make it easy on purpose. She showed that illegibility simply needed translation—and when translated, the power was apparent.

Elsewhere, digital typeface design was a significant postmodern outlier, and no one captured the essence and evolution of the 1980s and ’90s better than Zuzana Licko, the creator of such early digital fonts as Lo-Res and Matrix. Dozens of her faces, both precise and grungy, classical and novel, helped to typographically define graphic design that can in some instances pinpoint postmodern’s moment of conception and in others, like Mr and Mrs Eaves, have the timeless look that defies the stereotypes and clichés of either “-ism.” This type was not illegible. It was type! Type is legible by definition. Users could do whatever they pleased with it. And while some layered and distorted it, others used it straight up and easily readable. The fact that messages needed to be read was never a question. Only how they’d be read was of concern—and who would read them. I contend the illegibility skirmish was about designers talking to other designers. It was a natural outgrowth of a profession in transition.

Today, all kinds of design theatrics coexist separately or together. Rather than one or two dominant styles, there are multiple personalities in graphic design, and a lot more on digital screens. The experimental versus classical discourse may occasionally flare up—as will the difference between readability and legibility—but the polarization that spiced up the earlier argument is over. In its wake is the sense that graphic designers are freer from hard-and-fast rules, but rarely is the issue more radical than that. “The truth is,” I told my design history students, “making type and typography more readable was ultimately more useful to old and young designers alike than making it less so.” Most clients would agree.



Originally published as “The Legibility Wars of the ’80s and ’90s” in Print magazine, Fall 2016.


DISCUSSION POINTS

▪ What is the difference between legibility and readability?

▪ Must all type and typography be clear and clean?

▪ Why are there so many different typefaces?

▪ Do typefaces express emotion?




This essay was written a number of years after “Cult of the Ugly.” Post-nostalgia stress disorder for the 1990s (a curious love/hate relationship with grunge type) ended as 2000 came to a close. This was written when the time had come for design pundits to start looking forward to see what could be learned from the period of anarchic design.

The Decade of Dirty Design

The millennium began tumultuously with the contested election of George W. Bush. The nation was in fairly good economic health owing to the surpluses accrued by the Clinton administration, and graphic design was rolling merrily along with plenty of work for everyone. Stylistically, designers had just emerged from a period of hyper-experimentation that pitted old modernist verities, such as order and clarity, against computer-driven chaos, which some called postmodern and others (myself included) sarcastically referred to as “ugly.” Yet from a more sympathetic and reasoned perspective, “The early ’90s was an extraordinarily fertile period,” wrote Ellen Lupton recently at Printmag.com (http://www.printmag.com/Article/Typography-in-the-1990s). “In the U.S., a far-flung vanguard had spread out from Cranbrook and CalArts, where several generations of designers—from Ed Fella to Elliott Earls—had embraced formal experimentation as a mode of critical inquiry. Emigre magazine, edited and art directed by Rudy VanderLans, provided an over-scaled paper canvas for experimental layout, writing, and typeface design.” And let’s not forget David Carson’s stinging jabs at typographic propriety. He significantly influenced a generation to embrace typography as an expressive medium.

No matter which side of the aesthetic or philosophical divide one was on, this was a critically exciting time to be a graphic designer. Although the computer was the dominant medium, during the early 1990s designers were transitioning from the hand to the pixel, experiencing all the visual quirks and anomalies that came with technological unease. By the end of the decade and the beginning of the twenty-first century, despite the Y2K-end-of-civilization hoopla, the computer was firmly entrenched in the lives of designers, and there was not only an aesthetic calming down, but a frenetic media migration. Designers were not only relying on the computer for clean, crisp, and flaw-free print work, they were turning from the printed page to video, audio, and other motion and sound formats.

Mastery of the computer’s options meant by the end of the twentieth century a new generation of designers were able to do much more than merely command Illustrator, Quark, and Photoshop programs—they had figured out how to wed technique to concept, and to produce design that often had an exterior life other than the client’s message. The earlier grungy experimentation gave way to a new clarity and rationalism—even a new minimalism began to take hold with the return to Helvetica and other emblematic sans serif faces.

So arguably, neo-modernism of the kind practiced in, say, Wallpaper* magazine was the defining style of the decade. But actually that was not the case. Eclecticism was still in force, and while some designers were out-of-the-closet modernists, others followed an Expressionist model. (You want names? Just look at the AIGA Graphic Design Archive for the evidence.) But eclecticism is too broad a notion to be a decade-defining style. The 1990s was clearly the digital decade, with all that that represents—an evolution from embracing digital mistakes to practicing digital precision. Axiomatically, generations challenge one another. If the 1990s is devoutly digital, then the 2000s should be the “anti-digital decade.”
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