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Preface

By Milton Glaser

the work contained herein is frequently called political, which largely means it is dependent on the changing events of our time for its content. Most of us working under the rubric of professional design have limited or no control of the ideological attitude over the work we do. We are in the service of others.

In those random cases when our client shares our worldview, our most powerful ideas can be expressed. This is a rare but deeply desirable occasion.

One can write such introductions to visual books with the secure knowledge that any narrative will make it more difficult to understand what you’re going to be looking at. So, consider this introduction merely an attempt to describe the odd character of Mirko Ilić, a middle-aged man I’ve been living close to for 26 years. He is a bristling, energetic personality whose dark aura of Eastern-Europeanness rarely leaves him. After chatting with Mirko you begin to believe that everything is a conspiracy. There are satisfactions in this view because it makes every event understandable. Every theory suggests its opposite as well. How else could this perpetual outsider have been working like a mad man all these years?

The self simultaneously seeks and avoids definition.

Mirko’s skill and editorial persuasion are obvious. What separates him from much of the field is his commitment to the well-being of his audience. Very often, after a lecture, the question of a designer’s responsibility to others is raised. My usual answer to the question is “the responsibility is the same as any good citizen’s.” What is most evident in this book is the concern expressed by Mirko for the state of mind of his audience and his desire to increase their awareness.

Fervent belief is always risky, but if its opposite is indifference or detached professionalism, the risk may be worth taking.
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Dark Genius, The New York Times Book Review, July 20, 1997, ad: Steven Heller


Introduction

By Steven Heller

Mirko Ilić opened my eyes. Before him I had never met a Serbo-Croatian; didn’t know where Yugoslavia was; had never savored Pljeskavica or Ćevapčići. That part of the world was entirely a blur. Thanks to him, I’ve since traveled to Belgrade and Ljubljana; learned to pronounce Pljeskavica and Ćevapčići; studied the geopolitics, art, and culture of the region; and have even been asked to teach design at some of the art schools (who knew there even was design, and rather accomplished design at that, there?)—simply because Ilić told his Serb, Croat, and Slovenian colleagues to bring me over and treat me like a king.

Whatever Ilić says, they do.

He might as well be called King Mirko. Although he has lived in New York for more than twenty years, he holds beneficent sway over his people in the design and illustration communities. He deserves their respect, too. His generosity of spirit and material is extraordinary. There is nothing he will not do to help young designers garner success. Mentorship? He rarely says no. Advice? He gives it freely, if opinionatedly, without expecting payback. Humor? Among people who have lived through Communist privation and ethnic warfare, his wit is infectious. Inspiration? I’ve watched as he’s packed scores of care packages filled with design books, posters, and other inspirational swag—much of it bought with his own money. Did I say money? He contributes more than he can afford to significant causes.

These acts of goodness are not entirely selfless. He does ask for one thing in return. Honesty. Like Diogenes, who carries the lantern in search of an honest man, Ilić seeks an honest cause and an honest client. He gives the proverbial one hundred and fifty percent to a job and demands as much honesty and respect in return. Ilić has been known to fire those clients that, for whatever reason, do not rise to his standard of integrity. Which means those clients and colleagues who promise license but revoke it when his concepts do not conform to their preconceived vision—or lack thereof.

Ilić does not, however, find it painful to compromise if a better idea rises from the ashes of a rejected one. Yet he refuses to capitulate to rotten notions. And this has cost him dearly. Working in the service field of design, he knows how to communicate a message effectively. He can break through the visual and textual clutter and make cogent, even poignant, graphic messages. The examples in this volume shine with cogency, poignancy, and, most of all, surprise.

What Ilić brings to his work—to his clients—that should be valued is a passion for each thing he concepts. This emotional rigor will allow him to neither repeat past successes nor to succumb to low expectations. Admirable, right? Yet exasperating, too—sometimes.

A story: He was commissioned to design a book I wrote titled The Swastika: A Symbol Beyond Redemption? His cover design was smart; he cut the symbol in half and ran the bottom portion on top and the top portion on the bottom of the image area to show that even in this divided form its power to shock was undiminished. For the interior he decided—and here’s Mirko at his most conceptual—to replace the word swastika with the symbol. This would mean every time the word was mentioned (quite a bit) the symbol would appear. The publisher was not pleased. I must say, I was wary that this was overkill, but Ilić believed that it was endemic to the thesisof the book. When the concept was rejected, he said we could retain the cover and layout format, but he was quitting the project.

Exasperating? Yes! But he did not leave us in the lurch. It was as respectful as the defiant gesture could be. Integrity? When two immovable forces meet, acrimony can easily result. When the explanation is rooted in adherence to a concept he believed in—a battle fought and lost—it is better to retreat with valor. Ilić has opened my eyes. In his world there is a lot of room for difference, but never the possibility of surrender.
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Picturebook for Dictators, Studentski list (Student newspaper) no. 10, Zagreb, February 25, 1976


Man of Good Fortune

The beginning of a career

“My mother had a sewing machine and lots of crayons for drawing on fabric. I remember one day picking up one of those crayons when it had fallen down. After many hours of sewing, my mother stood up and saw a drawing of Santa Claus on the floor. Since there was nobody else in the house it meant that I had done it. She was in total shock. ‘You did this?!’ she asked? She covered the drawing with a piece of carpet to preserve it and show to my father. I remember the importance of that moment because she didn’t yell and usually I got yelled at and slapped around. Nobody actually patted me on the back, but I understood that I had done something great, something for my parents to preserve. I still joke about it and I’m still looking to this day for art directors who, when I give them a drawing, will cover it with a piece of carpet. Then, one time when I was maybe five years old, I drew a carriage being pulled by horses. When my grandfather saw it he laughed like crazy. He didn’t yell at me for drawing in his book. Instead, he actually showed people. He was so proud of that drawing. Those two moments told me you can show off, and if it works with your parents, maybe it will work with women and bankers. So I went in that direction.”

—mirko ilić, “mirko ilić & milton glaser: the king and the jester,”

edited by laetitia wolff, graphis #350, march/april 2004

According to official records, Mirko Ilić was born on January 1, 1956, in Bijeljina, a small town “on the three border point where Drina flows into the Sava River,” where for years nothing exciting happened. The town was known only by those in the agriculture and food industries for its production of plums, until the early nineties when war crimes committed by Arkan’s Tigers (a Serbian paramilitary formation) brought it to the front pages of international newspapers.

Like many other famous artists, musicians, writers, and journalists of the Yugoslav baby-boom generation, Ilić was the “child of a military professional.” In the former Yugoslavia such an origin dictated certain characteristics, including your social standing as well as your political views, and overall understanding of the world around you.

From Bijeljina, he first moved to Maribor, where he completed his first two years of primary school. He started third grade in Zagreb and then returned to Bijeljina. After fifth grade, the family moved back to Zagreb, where Ilić stayed, finished school, and started his career. Frequent changes of environment marked his way of thinking; he did not belong to anyone, and at the same time he belonged to everyone, so he did not attach values to national, religious, or linguistic differences. He was accustomed to constant adjustment and new situations, which honed his quick wit and sense of humor.

The feeling of not being rooted in a particular nation or local culture and the lack of interest in tradition resulted from these sudden transfers to new environments. He truly lived multiculturalism and belonged more to global media culture (movies, television, pop music, comics …) than to some ideological notion imposed by the family or state apparatus. “The fact that we were moving around so often made it easier for me to go to America and into the unknown,” Ilić said. I did not get to take root, or belong to any group, and xenophobia could not get near me. I cried every time I left friends, but I would soon find new ones. When I was seventeen, I hitchhiked through Europe not knowing any foreign languages, except for a little French. I traveled, and visited some famous comics artists, so it was easier for me later on to contact foreign publishers and send them comics, to start to publish abroad. I was not afraid that someone would tell me to stop trying. I knocked on all doors I had addresses for. I did not have famous or rich parents to help me. All I had was my talent—which was minimal—and my nimbleness.”

Ilić began drawing to escape from the loneliness—and probably the related boredom—he felt as a boy: “Since I was an only child and we were constantly moving, sitting in the corner and drawing was my main entertainment. I knew that as soon as I became friends with someone I would soon have to part, so drawing was my best friend. Then I realized that it was easier to do that than some other jobs. If I had learned how to make shoes for these same reasons, I would probably be a shoemaker now.”

Ilić doesn’t remember exactly how old he was when he first started to draw, but he recalls, “I was small enough to go under a chair, a wooden one with four legs. It had 
fantastic white wood on the bottom side, so I doodled on it with a pen.”

His mother was first to notice that his doodling was actually quite good and she supported

his efforts. Later on, she carefully monitored her son’s successes, evidenced by a big book of press clippings from the seventies and eighties that she assembled, which Ilić keeps today in his New York studio.

The beginning of the seventies was quite stormy in terms of Ilić’s family life, and though he does not speak a lot about it, it definitely shaped him to a great extent. These were the years of the problematic relationship with his father, who wanted his son to go to a military high school and did not want to hear about an art career. At the same time, the relationship between his father and mother was becoming increasingly tense. In a different scenario, the combination of a dysfunctional family and rebellious teenager would have resulted in yet another promising talent who achieved little. “It’s very easy to slip from an artistic to a criminal direction,” Ilić once said. “I think I was saved because I had some talent, which my mother recognized and encouraged. When I was fourteen or fifteen, I decided that I’d prefer to be a lover rather than a fighter.”

Ilić supported his mother’s decision to divorce his father and started to work and earn money. His first paid job was writing numbers on the 6,000 seats of the Dinamo football club stadium. In June 1974, he went to Tunstead International Farm Camp, in Norwich, and worked in the strawberry harvest, after which he traveled around, bought books and comics, and mailed them home.

At that time, local comic-book publishing fell into one of its many crises; publications were being discontinued and local authors were turning to other occupations. The Omladinskit jednik (Youth weekly) contained more articles about comics than actual comics: in the centerfold of issue no. 170, from January 1973, critic Darko Glavan wrote about new American comic artists (R. Crumb, Art Spiegelman, Gilbert Shelton). Translations of theorists like Umberto Eco were also being published, and at the end of 1973 the series “Paths and sidetracks of comics” featured various authors discussing the concept of children’s comics, classics such as Foster and Raymond, superheroes, and, on two occasions, the new French comics—Reiser, Willem, Wolinski, and Crepax.

Ilić’s first published illustration was in Omladinskit jednik. “I brought a bunch of drawings to the editors and left them in the newsroom. I did not think it was important to sign them, and after a couple of weeks, one of my illustrations—a mother with a child—was published, but without my signature.”

After that, Ilić continuously published his work in youth magazines and then in Vjesnik publications, primarily in the weekly VUS (Vjesnik u srijedu) [Vjesnik on Wednesday]. Like many others from the Applied Arts School, he worked part-time at Zagreb-film, the center of Zagreb School of Animation, during the 1975 summer holidays.
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Father Zdravko, Mirko, grandfather Ilija and mother Božica Ilić, Maribor 1959

“My father was in the military, so I moved through many military compounds. When they came home these officers got rid of their uniforms but not their anger. They treated their families as conscripts. Approximately thirty percent of their children became introverted and in turn the most successful artists in Yugoslavia. At the same time forty percent of them became extroverted and decided to face the system head on and become criminals. People who became artists probably didn’t have a stomach for blood and violence and they decided to rebel silently: by drawing, composing, etc. At that time, if your father was in the military, you’d move from town to town. Each time it was a new society, a new ethnic group; you would be moved around to a totally different part of the country. Suddenly it was a totally different food, a totally different language, a totally different culture, and you got dumped in.”

—mirko ilić, “mirko ilić & milton glaser: the king and the jester,” edited by laetitia wolff, graphis #350, march/april 2004

“It was a summer job, thanks to Aleksandar Marks. I worked on commercials for Standard konfekcija (a clothing factory), and even a great animation project for the food company Podravka. It was very interesting: live pictures mixed with drawing. I had never animated before, it was too complicated. You had to be there for a hundred years before they would let you make your own movie before you died. However, I realized there that my work habits were not abnormal, and that other people worked during the night as well. I met Radovan Devlić, who worked there more regularly, and several other people who meant a lot to me later on, like Zlatko Bourek who was pretty famous at the time. So this was a valuable experience, and I also earned some money.”

The core of the future Novi kvadrat started to gather slowly: Krešimir Zimonić, Igor Kordej, Emir Mesić, and Ilić were a group from the School of 
Applied Arts. Through his work in the Zagreb Film, Ilić met Devlić and Kunc, and while circulating the SL, he met the somewhat older Marušić. This friendship evolved into an intensive theoretical and practical engagement in comics: “I stood at the tram station with Radovan Devlić for hours, and we used to daydream about comics.”

It was around that time that Ilić left home: “My mom was relatively young and already divorced, and the custom was to stay with your parents until you finished college, possibly a little longer. But I had prevented her from having a life. I was lucky to be eighteen and to earn enough money to be able to pay for a flat. I soon realized that it was a mistake to rent a one-bedroom apartment. I was the only one of my friends with a flat, so I always had someone coming to the door. Then I realized I couldn’t work if someone was always there, so I moved to a two-bedroom apartment. No one was allowed to enter my study, but the rest of the apartment was free to use.

“Until 1979, the School of Applied Arts had five grades. For the final exam we had to make a piece of artwork,” Ilić remembered. “We pulled out pieces of paper from a hat and I grabbed ‘the history of the costume.’ I made a photo of my naked body, and over my private parts I wrote ‘The exhibition of historical costumes’. This caused quite a stir, and the women at the school stood in front of the poster and stared. It was kind of a scandal.”

Upon finishing at the School for Applied Arts, Ilić wanted to enroll in the Zagreb Academy of Fine Arts, but like many now well-known figures, he was not admitted, which speaks volumes about the character of the institution. “At the suggestion of Duško Petričić I applied to the Belgrade Faculty of Applied Arts,” he said. “When I was admitted there, I said ‘Thanks but no thanks.’”

Ilić’s time in school established his enduring fascination with the poster designer Boris Bućan. It also fostered a friendly rivalry between the two. “I think that I was mostly influenced by—although you can’t see it in my work—Boris Bućan. I saw Bućan’s work first on the street. Then, one of our teachers said that she would take us to her friend who was a graphic designer. That was the first time we’d seen a graphic design studio, because everybody in the school was a painter. So we went to Bućan and from the moment we entered, I liked it all. He showed us a poster that he made for the theater company Gavella, and the play Večeras improviziramo (we improvise tonight). He took the theater logo, extracted the elements, rearranged them, and asked us why the poster looked like it did. I said: ‘Well, it’s improvising with the logo.’ And that’s where I took off.”

“I liked that approach. I was delighted with the amount of freedom that 
he had. The school was still teaching us about the experiment Exat 51 group, now and then Polish posters would be mentioned, but curriculum at the School of Applied Arts more or less stopped with Toulouse-Lautrec, like—he was the best designer, and after him everything went downhill with the poster! That’s why my education there was much better for illustration than design. They all knew how to make a good illustration. So when I met Bućan, for the first time I saw someone who was truly a designer.
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Open Comic, Polet no. 41, 1977, Comic about drawing of a comic and problems with editors, publishers and critics.

“Another person who influenced me greatly was F.  V. Holi. He was the art director at the Studentski list, and he was collecting metal printing plates for me because he knew that it was valuable. ‘You take it,’ he said, ‘you will need it.’ So I

brought my casts, and he designed a catalog for me for an exhibition later on.

“Among illustrators, Duško Petričić was another influence. I don’t know if that’s evident in my work since it does not resemble his at all. But he’s brilliant and it was a great joy for me to see how someone so smart could imbue that intelligence into his work.

“Mihajlo Arsovski and Ivan Picelj came later. Frankly, you can’t enjoy Arsovski’s design unless you have some cultural reference. Only nowadays are people like Milan Vulpe being discovered. He made a well-known poster for a figure skating championship; it was a bunch of colors, abstract, but when you looked closer, it was a reflection of a skater, upside down.01 It is quite odd and great. But you can’t love something that subtle when you are fifteen! You need more of a punch in the face. We were kids. We didn’t listen to chamber orchestras; we liked loud music that would shatter glass. At fifteen, one does not enjoy Bergman, one enjoys Sergio Leone. In a way, everything Bućan did was before the punk movement, but very similar in how he spat in the face of the system. With Arsovski it is a little bit harder to detect what direction he was pushing the boundaries. I would see a Bućan poster on the street and think about it deeply for a week. One single poster of his could literally change your way of thinking. Of course, pop culture had an important impact on me. Movies and Monty Python were greatly influencing everything we were doing at that time, though it seemed to be subliminally. The group would never remember it when talking about it. Of course, the basic things that I devoured in terms of design were album covers. Hipgnosis for example. You look at the Pink Floyd cover (the cover of the album Ummagumma for instance) and you think, in this picture how did they do this, and this, and that?
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The picture book of big and small, Studentski list, no. 11, March 19, 1976

“In comics, it was Moebius, but that was later. Before that, it was the American underground that annoyed me because it was imperfect on purpose. They would make something good, and then would screw up the rest, and I was like, ‘Nooo …’ This desire for perfection always bothered me. However, I was never fascinated by M. C. Escher and those things that people used to worship; it all looked to me like a bad drug trip.

“I never liked Polish posters much either, but Roman Cieslewicz influenced me a lot, although I didn’t know much about his work. We met when he was at Start magazine. Start also made me aware of Roland Topor, another person who was quite important to me. He made a couple of incredible illustrations, some terribly dark sexual things. He wrote three or four novels, and Roman Polanski’s film Tenant was based on one of them.

“The writer and musician Davor Slamnig was another influence. I went to elementary school with him. He came from America, and he was really into underground comics, so he used to draw great comics in his notebooks with a pen: a postman rings at the door and peeks through the peephole, through which a kid behind the door shoots an arrow into his eye! These were his comics. I would go over to Davor’s home, and he had a bunch of stuff that he brought from America. His dad was a famous poet. I learned a lot from Davor. I didn’t like people telling me what to do, but I realized that I could listen to this guy, that it was ok.

“I was lucky to have three or four people in school who were also very interested in comics,” Ilić recalled. “They were Krešimir Zimonić, Igor Kordej, and Emir Mesić. Although we already drew comics, we were primarily collectors. We were cleaning other people’s attics and taking all the comics that we found there. So at the time I had thousands of comics that I have since given away.”

That was a period of large-scale stagnation in domestic comics. “At that time, all of our major comics had been discontinued or were in a process of discontinuing. Stripoteka and Politikin zabavnik were the only ones being published. So, we could buy two or three a week. We felt the need for comics even if they were the worst ones. This situation forced us to collect old comic books. My collection dated way back, to 1923.”

The group was also devouring books, especially foreign illustrated editions about art that, at the time, could be found in the bookstores in the Foreign Literature section. According to Ilić, a single illustration by Brad Holland—“Junkie” for The New York Times in 1972, reprinted in an issue of Graphis, showed him the full power of illustration and led him to become what he is today.

“We discovered the real thing: a bookstore on Gundulićeva Street. At that time, foreign comics were being sold there. We all felt that comics could—and must—be better, but we were not sure how or why. We didn’t have any examples to point to. We were afraid that maybe we were asking for too much. And then we saw those comics in Mladost bookstore: often in color, with high-quality binding. They were absurdly expensive—and instantly they became sacred. Classes were being held at that time in the morning and afternoon, with an hour or two for lunch in between. We used to argue with our parents that we didn’t have time to come home for lunch so could we have some money to buy lunch in town? Yes, sure! We would end up with fries from the tourist fast-food restaurant; those foreign editions were between five- and ten-thousand dinars, which in 1972 was a lot of money. So that was how we discovered the American underground and the new French comics. But it was still very difficult to publish anything ourselves. We contributed some ideas to the school paper, but that was pretty much it. We had time to do one frame in a normal format of schoellershammer paper.”

In those years, the crowd from the School of Applied Arts used to gather on Marshal Tito Square, in the Kazališna kavana and a nearby cafe, called Zvečevo. In later years, the area became an epicenter of Zagreb’s New Wave scene, and Ilić had the majority of his business meetings there. “I think that the biggest jobs in rock music and design were made in Kavkaz and Zvečka. In a time before cell phones and fax devices, these were our offices.” 




01 | It is Bojan Stranić’s (1921–1993) poster for the European Championship in figure skating and ice dancing, dated 1974.
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Joint issue of student magazines in SFRY, May 25, 1976
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Freedom / Libertad Student, Belgrade, November 7, 1976, Fokus no. 145, Zagreb 1978 Epic vol 1. #5, 1981


Studenski list and Pitanja

The conquest of comics • 1976–77

Ilić published his first comic in the February 25, 1976, edition of Studentski list. “Studentski list featured some good artists, underground comics like R. Crumb. I ‘snuck’ into SL through some strange connections. I could not get a job as a comics artist; I was just another illustrator. It was done differently back then. They used to wait for an illustration until four in the morning so that it could be taken to the printing office at five a.m.

“Some other people were publishing comics there—but mine they did not want. One day, someone didn’t bring the agreed comic and then someone remembered that I drew comics as well, and they told me: ‘Bring one page tomorrow.’ Of course, I did not like anything I had already done so that night I started to work on a new comic—it was called ‘Picture Book for Dictators.’ It was pretty good.”

This first published comic—despite the fact that at the time he was strongly influenced by American underground comics—shows some features of his work that would become permanenet: strong, clear drawings, media savvy, and frequent portraiture. The next comic, “Picture Book of Big and Small,” shows Ilić’s interest in meaningful narrative and structural aspects of formal elements such as framing and lettering. “I like to play with sounds,” Ilić said. “Each frame contains some kind of sound or noise.” A preoccupation with sound and a penchant for testing conventions would soon reach a new level of sophistication through his work published in Polet.

Next, Ilić worked on the restored monthly magazine “devoted to society, science, and culture,” Pitanja, where he met the woman who would become his first wife, the now well-known writer Slavenka Drakulić, who worked there as a secretary of the Head of Publishing-Information Department of CDD (Center for Social Services of the Association of Socialist Youth of Croatia).

Many years later, in a television interview, Ilić said: “At that point, Slavenka had not yet been published. She wrote things for herself, but nothing had been picked up yet. Her sarcastic take on the ideas of all these big shots who worked there was very interesting to me. So we met, started dating; I found out that she had an eight-year-old daughter named Rujana. It did not have much to do with our careers; we were both at the beginning of them. I think we both recognized something in the other. She was reading books that I did not read, in languages ​​that I did not know; she was very smart, educated, and, of course, she was incredibly helpful. I had the instinct, she had the knowledge, and she could explain to me why I did something. I married Slavenka when I was twenty-one years old.”
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The photo of the original comic table for the Joint issue of student magazines in SFRY, May 25, 1977, photo: Danilo Dučak, lettering: Nikola Kostandinović
This early comic differs from other comics only in its use of color, all other features are present: a stylish nomadism, playing with the format and the manner of reporting, the theme of the medium of


Ink-Stained T-Shirt

By Slavenka Drakulić

“The most beautiful thing that I have ever drawn in terms of emotions was the comic Shakti. I drew it when I fell in love with Slavenka Drakulić. This was my first major comic and it represented one of the most important shifts in my thinking. For me, the idea that a comic was much more important than the original (which still exists somewhere). The only thing that happens in this comic is a horse. A wonderful, huge, powerful stallion that needs a rider.”

—mirko ilić, “envy peculiarly measures your success,” delo saturday supplement, ljubljana, june 3, 2000

i got to know mirko in 1976, when the first issue of Polet was being prepared. The editorial office was located on the premises of the magazine Pitanja at 10 Opatička Street. In fact, it was just one big room where editors and part-timers and people who had just dropped in to see acquaintances roamed around from morning until night. At any given time there would be at least twenty people in the room. The atmosphere was like that of a café. When Polet moved to 3 Savska Street, the social life of the editorial staff shifted to the nearby Kavkaz café. Almost all of today’s generation of middle-age journalists got their training at Polet. Mirko came every day with a folder under his arm and big bags under his eyes.

Sometimes he would have to draw an illustration on the spot. Being in the middle of the throng of people that didn’t seem to bother him.

He was twenty years old, with long blond hair and blue eyes. He wore a T-shirt splotched with Indian ink, jeans, and the obligatory boots. He looked romantic, was very talented, and seemed incredibly self-confident.

Actually, I first took notice of him precisely because of this self-confidence, which at times bordered on arrogance, and only then because of his exceptional talent. Because of this self-confidence, even then he was getting on some people’s nerves. Some individuals who are clearly made of different stuff can get on your nerves, people who, you can see, want to do and can do more, who are ambitious, and show through their life and work that the milieu is too little for them. Mirko showed something else as well: that if someone had talent and persistence, he could achieve everything he wanted, regardless of the political system he came from, the milieu he grew up in, or whether you were cold-shouldered by the art establishment. There are people, who are exceptional, who are hard to compare to anyone else, and who are extremely hard to measure, because they will always achieve more and go further.

Sometimes, when I recall the twenty-five years in which I have known him, I think that Mirko’s character has been at least as important to his success as his talent. He has this incredible persistence, this will to never stop, to keep on investigating. Some obstinacy, a restlessness, and a need to keep proving himself. And above all, his sheer curiosity. Mirko never stops and he’s never satisfied with what he has achieved, whether its a successful new project or the mastering of a new technique. He is always in search of the genuinely new. When he had had enough of the technique of ink drawing, he went over to etching, and meanwhile he was also doing ironical and witty montages for the cover of Danas. I couldn’t list all the techniques he has used. But I do get the impression that he has never stopped investigating. And in the pursuit of his, he has never given up playing. Only people quite freed of the fear of failure and completely dedicated to work, like him, can be so liberated in the search for new forms of expression. Mirko’s curiosity and playfulness are just as great today as they were when he was twenty years old.

It looks as if now there is a new Mirko. But all the same, it is still recognizable as the old, witty Mirko, the Mirko who can’t be captured by the cliché.

We don’t see each other much today, living on different ends of the world. Nevertheless, I saw him recently in Zagreb, and it seemed that he hadn’t changed much, had lost nothing of that youthful fervor. He was even the same physically, except for a few hardly noticeable lines. The only thing is that he no longer wears a T-shirt stained with ink.
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Shakti, Vidici no. 3, Belgrade, September 1977; Polet no. 37, October 21, 1977, Reproduced is the version printed as a poster for the exhibition in the SC Gallery in 1977
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Untitled, Polet no. 53, February 13, 1978


A Black and White World

The Polet years • 1976–78

the publisher of pitanja started Polet (the weekly newspaper of the Socialist Youth of Croatia) in the fall of 1976. The design was based on an earlier version of the magazine that had been published in the sixties.

The art direction for the new version was led by the designer Zoran Pavlović, who at that time was employed in the graphic design studio of CDD. Danilo Dučak was the photo editor. Polet was printed using letterpress, and the use of photography was rather limited, so the magazine naturally lent itself to illustrations and comics from the very beginning.

Ilić was initially invited by the editorial desk to create illustrations, but the desk also offered him the chance to publish his own comics, and starting with issue number 7, he was formally signed on as the editor of comics and illustrations. He used this opportunity to recruit his colleagues and friends, mostly from the School of Fine Arts, which soon resulted in the formation of the group called Novi kvadrat.

[image: ]

Our youth is good, Polet no. 9, December 24, 1976, written by: Zoran Franičević
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Untitled (The course of the school reform), Polet no. 38, October 28, 1977

“I heard rumors about Polet in Pitanja,” Ilić recalled. “I spent hours and hours with people who worked on the concept of the newspaper. I was pushing comics through. Of course, the editor, Pero Kvesić, supported the comics, but I don’t think he liked the ones I was doing. When the chance to get published appeared, I called Kordej, Zimonić, Skozret, and others. People on the desk liked our comics and we were given more and more space.”

The first issues of the magazine rarely had full comics, and the ones that did appear were usually incorporated in the text. Their format varied from one panel to boards of various sizes. In the double issue of the magazine (no. 10–11), three full-page comics and five comics mixed with the text were published.

The new position allowed Ilić to transform his work with the medium. “When we say that someone is the editor of illustrations and comics, it means that he does everything by himself; draws by himself and edits himself! Even then I knew that one person could not change anything and that a group approach was required. So I brought in talented contributors whom I knew and trusted.

“Studentski list had an exchange with Student from Belgrade, and I went there several times with graphics editor F. V. Holi. Writer Ljubomir Kljakić was a big shot in the youth organization at that time, and he loved and wrote about comics. Knowing that comics in Yugoslavia were theoretically shallow, in order to legitimize the comics in Polet, I went and conducted an interview with him about their importance. Then he introduced me to several people in Belgrade, designers Nenad Čonkić, Nikola Kostandinović, Branko Gavrić, and others. So in the summer of 1977, I created an exhibition of my cartoons and Kordej’s in the Dom omladine (Youth Center) in Belgrade.

I learned typography from Nikola. He was able to teach me what I could not learn in school. He experimented a lot with design in the magazine Vidici, mostly with strange colors and type. I found Milton Glaser’s first book at Nikola’s. I knew some of his work, but I had not seen everything in the book. What impressed me about Glaser was that he drew, but he drew a little bit this way and a little bit that way. It was different from anything I’d seen before. And, at that time, I had not heard of many other designers since it was not a topic we learned much about in school. We didn’t know what happened twenty years ago in our country, let alone further back than that. You had a few of the usual suspects, and that was it.”
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