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Get a_Grip!

ust in case some of you might say
to the stranger sitting next to you, “Hey, I've read this book before and 1 want my
money back damnit!” well, calm down, get a grip! There will be no refunds because
you are only partially correct and therefore not entirely entitled to righteous indig-
nation or financial remuneration.

This book is, in truth, a revised adaptation of Graphic Wit: The Art of Humor in
Design by me and Gail Anderson (Watson Guptill, 1991), one of the best books that 1
ever produced, and one of my proudest accomplishments because humor is one of my
favorite themes. Sadly for me (and YOU, I might add), the original version went out
of print in 1996. Since another Johnny-come-lately book on design humor (which I
refuse to name despite the pressure by my copy editor to squeeze it out of me) was
issued by another publisher, I saw no pressing need to republish Graphic Wit until . . .

... until the phone rang about a year ago. You see, I've received a number of calls
and e-mails from students (well at least three or maybe two, I can’t remember) who
are doing graduate thesis projects on graphic humor inquiring about the availability
of the original book. Since these stalwart followers can’t find it anywhere, I felt it was
my duty (and my pleasure) to revise the original. But rather than merely add a few
new paragraphs, a new picture or two, and emboss the cover with a gold-leaf label
that announces “new and improved,” this volume is considerably altered in various
places and added to in others to reflect new tendencies, indeed a raging crisis, in
graphic humor today. Well, maybe not a crisis as such, but there are new tendencies,
at least I think there are. In any case, this book is unlike the original, except in some
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places, which if it really, really bothers you, I will exchange this book for an as yet
undecided consolation prize, possibly my next opus, Cool, Killer, Startling, Neat-o
Everyday Hopefully Hip Graphics. Though, trust me, you're better off with this.
Seriously folks, this book is a respectful look at a difficult art.

I was inspired to write Graphic Wit after reading an earlier analysis titled Visual
Puns in Design: The Pun Used As a Communications Tool by Eli Kince (Watson Guptill,
1982), the first book to my knowledge that defined and labeled the most common
conceptual design practice. It concisely tracked how visual puns functioned, and how
they were both similar to and different from the maligned verbal variety. Designers
have employed puns since the invention of the modern trademark in Germany dur-
ing the early twentieth century, if not before, but no one had given it a name. Paul
Rand obliquely referred to puns in his informal discussions of “the play principle” but
he was less concerned with nomenclature than with the manipulation of images and
forms as a function of the overall play experience. He once told me that, “Without
play, there would be no Picasso. Without play, there is no experimentation,” adding
that “I use the term play, but I mean coping with the problems of form and content,
weighing relationships, establishing priorities.” In any case, the pun is but a compo-
nent of design humor, not the be-all or end-all of the design process.

When Visual Puns in Design first came out, I was a relentless verbal punster (I
probably measured ten out of ten on the groan-meter for bad puns, though after ther-
apy I’'m better now). So I was very excited to learn from Mr. Kince that many visual
concepts where rooted in the positive principles of punning. A pun-image offers a
viewer-reader two or more simultaneous ideas that open to many additional levels of
thought as it enhances the main concept. My favorite pun, for instance, is a logo for
a restaurant called Mesa, which is spelled-out in gothic caps but the top of the letters
are cut off in the form of, you guessed it, a mesa. This added dimension did not make
the food any better but it did plant a mnemonic in my brain. The typeset word Mesa
alone is not enough to spark recognition, but making the word into a pun gave it
more resonance. The pun, I also learned is as endemic to conceptual graphic design
as the metaphor is to creative writing. One aspect of design—and certainly logo
design—is all about substituting a visual for a verbal concept, so I cannot imagine
designers who are unable to marshal puns in their work—it is so common to design
literacy. Yet puns are not the only humorous tool available to the designer. While this
is not a revelation, it is a starting point from which to analyze other attributes of
design humor. And this was the genesis of my own book and the beginning of a jour-
ney that would take me to the four corners of the world in search of the holy grails
of graphic wit.

Once [ started looking at graphic design with wit in mind, I found that humor
derived from various stimuli. Some design was compositionally witty, or knee-slap-
pingly funny as a result of shift in scale, odd juxtaposition, or simple repetition.
Sometimes typefaces and typography evoked a simple smile or boisterous guffaw
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when expressively or metaphorically designed. Looking through Art Directors Club
and AIGA annuals, [ found that the most memorable work—regardless of subject,
although subject plays a role—were those that evoked recognition through any or all
of the characteristics mentioned. Humor, wit, and comedy, whatever one chooses to
call it, has long been key to making graphic design more than the simple ordering of
information or the beautifying of the commonplace. Humor is what makes design
entertaining. And for all the high-minded sentiments—inherent in such notions as,
“information architecture,” and, “good design is good business,” and, “design is a cul-
tural force”—without the element of entertainment, a well-ordered and aesthetical-
ly pleasing piece of typography is ephemeral at best.

Humor makes design interesting for all parties, sender and receiver, designer and
audience, client and designer, etcetera. As an art director, I enjoy solving problems
addressing serious issues, but if I can inject humor into the solution I've made a real
contribution. One of my favorite covers for The New York Times Book Review (see
page 162) is one illustrating a few books about former President Clinton’s embarrass-
ing faux pas. As you will see, I asked an illustrator to parody the Beatles’ “Sgt.
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band” album cover featuring all the accomplices in the
scandals as a chorus behind Sgt. Clinton and company. He did a remarkable job too.
Of course, parody is, in a way, the easiest kind of wit because it relies on an existing
form, but when in clicks—when the concept sends up the original into a new realm
of hilarity—recognition of the familiar is exactly what makes it ever more powerful
and memorable. In the pantheon of design humor, however, the most original ideas
are the icons. In fact, the original “Sgt. Pepper” album art was the true tour de force,
a remarkable piece of design humor that may have built on the paradigm of a vaude-
ville stage or county fair show, but was totally transcendent.

It is not often that an author gets to revisit and remake a published book. But
thanks to Allworth Press publisher, Tad Crawford, I have been given the chance to
review a project that afforded me great satisfaction. I will not assert that this version
is better, but it is very different. In fact, I've asked the designer, James Victore, to
have as much fun with the design as his nervous system will allow. And, frankly, of
this writing 'm uncertain what he’s going to do. Whenever I call, he just snickers,
“you’ll see, you'll see.” I know that with this much license to play one’s tendency is
to go berserk (as though the opportunity for unbridled humor will never happen
again), but I presume Victore is able to deal with it. Whatever, from the raw mater-
ial I have given him I expect that you and I will be paging through a comical expe-
rience, both restrained and excessive at times as suits his fancy.

However, if by the end you still feel like saying to anyone in earshot, “Hey, I've
read this book before and I want my money back damnit!” I'll entertain your protes-
tation as | laugh all the way to the bank.

—STEVEN HELLER
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-0 Introduction -

What’s So Funny
About Graphic
Design

In the Beginning Was the Word

Actually, in the beginning there was paramecium. Then came pictures, and much
later came words. But for purposes of developing the premise of this introduction,
please allow me some latitude in condensing historical fact. This book is about words
and images, and is replete with word-packed sentences about how words and images
coexist as unified entities—as ideas. This book is about a very special aspect of graph-
ic design, which I call graphic wit or design humor. While not all graphic design is witty
or humorous, humor serves to enliven all visual experience, particularly graphic com-
munications. Not all designers possess the ability to create truly witty or humorous
work, yet the desire to be endowed with this gift is probably universal. Although I
pride myself on having a good sense of humor, sadly, [ have never mastered the art of
humor in design. Therefore, [ have concluded that graphic wit takes unique talents
and distinct powers, and merits this book-length examination—indeed, personal
analysis—of work created by my peers and betters over the past decade. Working with-
in an historical context, Gail Anderson and I compiled a wide stylistic and conceptu-
al range of such work, with the sincere hope that by presenting some of the most
clever, ironic, and acerbic pieces from annuals, exhibitions, and designer’s drawers,
something other than ink might rub off on us—and on you, if you're so inclined.

Well-Chosen Words on Humor

Despite Mark Twain'’s assertion that “a classic is something that everybody wants to
p g rybody
have read and nobody wants to read,” his works, most of them written a century ago,
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are classics that virtually everyone has read and are indelibly etched into our minds.
Twain’s masterpieces are memorable not only for their appealing characters and com-
pelling tales, but for the brilliant humor that underscores every aspect of his anecdo-
tal prose. Twain’s uncommon sense of the absurd gave him the power to make his
readers appreciate both the lighter and darker sides of human foible and folly. Humor
was his weapon and truth his shield, and implicit in his writing is the idea that we
are all fools, with Twain himself at the head of the procession. Indeed, this self-effac-
ing spinner of yarns employed all types of wit and humor—from jest to satire, slap-
stick to irony—making vivid pastiches by intuitively incorporating just the right
quantities of reality and fantasy into his curiously honest representations of the soci-
ety in which he lived (and sometimes suffered). Today, Twain is a paradigm of
American humor, and his work is a basis for my assertion that humor is one of the
two most powerful weapons a society can wield for good or evil (the other being fear).

By now you are wondering, if this is a book about graphic wit and design humor,
why I should begin with a paean to a writer. Well, in addition to the fact that Mr.
Twain is one of my favorite American authors, his example proves my claim that wit

and humor—a distinction that will be discussed in due time—are the most important
ingredients in any creative stew, particularly for creativity that strives for memorabil-
ity, like graphic or advertising design. Twain, like many of this country’s greatest verbal
and visual humorists, proves that humor is the key to overriding our complex, inter-
nal security systems. Humor lowers defenses, releases steam, and excites the mind.

Humor adds dimension to our experience and gives us great latitude in human affairs.

“Men will let you

wrote the nineteenth-century minister Henry Ward Beecher,

“if only you wnll
make them laugh

In fact, humor’s cousin, laughter, has quantifiable curative benefits. Norman

Cousins, who in 1982 wrote about overcoming disease through daily doses of humor,
says that laughter triggers a secretion into the brain of a mood-enhancing chemistry
that staves off depression. “Laughter is higher than all pain,” wrote the late-nine-
teenth-century designer and social reformer Elbert Hubbard. Of course, laughter is
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also symptomatic of other, less joyful, emotions: “Excess of sorrow laughs. Excess of
joy weeps,” wrote William Blake, and the poet Byron said, “ . . . if I laugh at any mor-
tal thing, / 'Tis that I may not weep.”

This should not surprise us—since humor and laughter are cousins, not twins,
they will never have identical purposes or results.

But how do these distinctions relate to the subject at hand? Wit and humor in
design—the playful manipulation of type and image separately or together—
though sharing many fundamental attributes of verbal humor, are not encumbered
by similar emotional complexities. Unhampered by the numerous light and dark
psychological turns endemic to written or spoken humor, graphic design humor’s
primary agenda is to attract viewer attention and make a client’s message memo-
rable. How this is done is indeed varied and fascinating, but sometimes compara-

tively simple to achieve.

A Message from Dr. Freud

Before focusing exclusively on the historical manifestations and contemporary char-
acteristics of wit and humor in design, it is important to explore briefly—and gener-
ally—the nature of wit and humor’s effects on the funny bone (or their “relation to
the subconscious,” as Sigmund Freud said in his 1905 famous essay on jokes).
Moreover, before we delve into realms exclusively visual and specifically graphic, we
should define wit and humor, since the basic definitions are relevant to all media and
forms. Rather than putting my faith entirely in Mr. Webster’s dictionary definitions,
however, | have consulted a few other experts for their opinions. With their help, I
will first discuss humor, then wit.

James Thurber said, “Humor is emotional chaos remembered in tranquility,”
while Mark Twain wrote, “The secret source of humor is not joy, but sorrow.”
Cartoonist and author Don Herold tells us, “The nearer humor is to pain, the longer
it is apt to last.” And journalist Kenneth Bird coined the old chestnut that goes,
“Humor is falling downstairs if you do it while in the act of warning your wife not to.”
Turning to the dictionary, we are told that “humor is a changing (or fluid) state of
mind”—which is exactly what one would expect from a cool dictionary definition.
So I prefer Groucho Marx, who, though no more precise than Mr. Webster, is much
warmer when he says, “There are all kinds of humor. Some is derisive, some sympa-
thetic, and some merely whimsical.”

According to these experts, humor is a combination of actions and reactions,
often rooted in turmoil. Nevertheless, they all seem to find it either too complicated
to define precisely (or perhaps they feel it is unnecessary to do so). In Enjoyment of
Laughter, a definitive 1936 text on the subject of jokes, Max Eastman says rather non-
definitively, “Humor at its best is a somewhat fluid and transitory element.” But even
if we could all agree on a universal definition, would this intellectualizing enhance
our appreciation of humor? Isn’t it true that if we analyze—or vivisect —a joke, ver-
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bal or visual, it then loses its specialness and is therefore no longer funny? Humor,
after all, relies on the unexpected—a clinical explanation of humor would reduce the
element of surprise. Eastman asserts that “a study of the classification of the kinds of
humorous experience on the basis of theory as to its nature is a . . . science . . . [but]
it is not, to be sure, a vitally important science.” Understanding the distinction
between good and bad humor, he argues, does not ensure that one’s sense of humor
or one’s ability to tell a joke will improve. Therefore, as unscientific as it may sound,
I've concluded that humor is in the genes at birth, and is sparked by the instinct for
play that all children have.

Classic humor will always be funny despite the folly of those pedants (like
myself) who try to analyze it. For this humor is neither topical nor fashionable but
timeless and true. I cannot remember how often | have seen and laughed at the same
jokes over and over in my favorite films, such as the Marx Brothers’ Duck Soup and
Woody Allen’s Annie Hall. Or, for that matter, at the vintage advertisements, like
George Lois's 1962 Wolfschmidt’s Vodka campaign and Helmut Krone’s 1960
Volkswagen “Lemon” campaign, which are so conceptually astute—and have
become so paradigmatic of their genre—that I continue to be awed by their brilliant
yet simple humor. Since I hate the old adage, “I don’t know what humor is, but I
know it when it hits me,” I shall give you this explanation of humor by author
Howard Brubaker and offer it as my own: “[T]he commmon denominator of humor is
the contact of incongruous ideas. This mixture causes a series of little explosions as
in an internal combustion engine.”

If humor is like fuel, then wit, said George Herbert, “is at times an unruly
engine.” As the word phonetically suggests, wit is fast paced—a swift perception, usu-
ally of the incongruous. In contrast to a less sophisticated form of humor, like jest,
which Sigmund Freud describes as “nonsensical comic relationships made by chil-
dren or childlike adults for the purpose of pure pleasure,” wit is the ability to control
incongruous or nonsensical stimuli for purposes of tapping into deeper reservoirs of
human experience.

Unlike play, a rather joyful and random activity that is key to all humor, wit
involves a greater degree of cleverness and sarcasm. Wit, therefore, runs the risk of
being too self-conscious—being witty can be both a gift and curse. For the nine-
teenth-century critic William Hazlitt, “Wit is the salt of conversation, not the food.”
Though I fundamentally disagree with the notion that wit is merely seasoning for a
greater intellectual feast, I do seriously consider the validity of the following state-
ment, made a few centuries earlier by the philosopher John Lyly in Anatomy of Wit:
“I have ever thought so superstitiously of wit, that I fear | have committed idolatry
against wisdom.” I believe that while some wit has a foothold in wisdom, wit can also
be misused and misdirected. Not too long ago, novelist Geoffrey Bocca brilliantly
described wit as “a treacherous dart. It is perhaps the only weapon with which it is
possible to stab oneself in the back.”
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Effortless Complexity

True wit, though volatile, depends on the mastery of various forms of language. The
witty writer, for example, is a verbal acrobat whose high-wire antics rely on precise
timing and acute understanding. No matter how precarious the death-defying feat,
this writer must land perfectly on his or her feet. The great humorous writers are
known for crafting figures of speech into vivid mental pictures. As a classic example,
let’s take the phrase dog bites man, which is neither funny nor news. Conversely, man
bites dog is both news and somewhat funny because it twists the ordinary. But, more to
the point, man bites man is not only a surprising concept but at once a vividly absurd
picture revealing two simultaneous concepts. At the risk of committing humorcide
through overanalysis, I submit that in this phrase one man is not only physically
assaulting the other in a rather annoying and unconventional manner, but that since
the word bite also suggests ridicule or criticism, it gives the phrase an additional level
of meaning, causing it to be even funnier than its literal content suggests. Another
example of such skillful verbal wit comes from Max Eastman, who quoted a young
World War [ soldier after the latter’s first visit to Paris’s legendary Folies Bergere:

“I never saw such
sad ftaces or such

gay behinds.”

In addition to having the sting of a sound-bite, this is a sage observation conjur-
ing a real-life portrait of the vivacious but overworked sex objects who danced the
famous Can Can night after endless night in the Parisian nightclub. What these

examples suggest is that the most skillful wit must appear effortless while being
loaded with meaning. Even Aesop said something to the effect that “clumsy humor
is no joke.”
Low Humor/High Wit

Graphic wit should be no exception. The best design solutions must appear not only
effortless but free from the self-conscious and tired conceits of all belabored humor. Yet
if this is true, then why is it that the pun is one of the most significant components of
graphic wit and design humor? As the oldest form of humor, the pun is also considered
in the world of letters—as in the world—to be the lowest form. There is no kind of
false wit that has been ridiculed as much as the pun, said one critic. Yet a pun, the dic-
tionary tells us, is “the humorous use of a word or words which are formed or sound
alike but have different meanings, in such a way as to play on two or more of the pos-
sible applications; a pun is a play on words.” Though the theory is sound, Edgar Allan
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Poe complained about the practice that “the goodness of the true pun is in the direct
ratio of its intolerability.” An old English proverb goes, “Who makes a pun will pick a
pocket.” And who can forget that old grade-school put-down, “PU is two-thirds of a
pun.” Indeed, throughout the ages this venerable form has been so abused that the
New York Times forbids puns in its headlines unless the word substitution is so inex-
tricably linked to the meaning of the story that the pun is incidental.

However, to answer the question of why puns are necessary in graphic wit and
humor, one must understand that the rules that govern verbal language do not trans-
late precisely into visual language. Thus, the New York Times has no rules governing
visual puns. Graphic designers’ canon of usage is different because our means of com-
munication—our language, syntax, and grammar—are different. A picture is worth a
thousand words because so much more information can be evoked through one image
than in a sentence or paragraph. In visual language, it often is necessary to substitute
one image for another, or one symbol for another—not just for purposes of jest, but
to enhance meaning. Therefore, the pun—at best a kind of shorthand, at worst a
strained contortion—describes graphic symbols used to simplify complex concepts
into accessible, often memorable images.

Paul Rand, in A Designer’s Art (Yale University Press, 1985), says visual puns are
the keys to some of his most successful designs, since “they amuse as they inform.”
The elevation of the pun from jest to graphic communications tool must also be cred-
ited to one of Rand’s former Yale University students, Eli Kince, whose Visual Puns
in Design (Watson-Guptill, 1982) argues that a pun is the conveyor of credible visu-
al messages. If the pun is the lowest form of verbal humor, Kince reasons, this may
beg the question, “Is graphic humor at the low end of the evolutionary scale?” Kince
quotes Charles Lamb saying puns are “a pistol let off at the ear, not a feather to tickle
the intellect.” Remember too that the best verbal puns are not simple-minded
rhymes but truly surprising (even shocking), yet decidedly logical, manipulations of
language. So at the risk of sounding hyperbolic, the best visual puns have a similar
effect on perception as, say, a right cross to the
chin, for the result is indeed staggering. With the
logo for Families magazine, the late typemaster

o
s @
BmIII% Herb Lubalin created a rather literal symbol for

family out of the letters ili, resulting in a memorable

icon. For the reader or viewer, it was also a rebus,
which, when recognized, added another level of appreciation. When a visual pun
works—specifically, when two distinct entities merge to form one idea—the effect
stimulates thought and sensation.

Measuring What’s Funny
The first law of humor that Max Eastman quotes in Enjoyment of Laughter is that
“things can be funny only when we are in fun.” There may be a serious thought or
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motive lurking underneath our humor. We may be only “half in fun” and still be
funny. But when we do not have the spirit of fun at all, when we are, as Eastman
warns, “in dead earnest,” humor is the thing that is dead. This implies a distinction
between fun and funny, an idea dating back to ancient Greek theater (in fact, much
of what we call comic can be traced to this source), when irony was first used as a
means to teach moral tales. Though the messages were serious, indeed tragic, the
means to achieve catharsis were often conveyed through humor — a humor that shed
light on the truth.

Groucho Marx’s description of diversity in verbal humor, applies as well to
graphic wit and humor, but one difference between verbal and design humor is appar-
ent: the latter cannot always be measured by laughter alone. In fact, I doubt that any-
one reading or looking at the images in this book would double over from laughter,
because that is not the nature of graphic design humor. As a selling tool, graphic
design humor might be described as a loss leader—a means to grab attention and lure
the customer or client into the store. Humor, then, cannot be too outrageous, lest the
purpose be defeated. Even as a political weapon, humor similarly functions to sell a
message, sometimes by ridicule, but is often subtle or sardonic, not ripsnortingly
funny. At best, humorous design will force a laugh, bring a smile, or cause a double
take, which is nothing to be ashamed of. Indeed, like hypnotic suggestions, the goal
of graphic wit and design humor is to subvert the subconscious and thereby earn a
market share of memory. If, for example, Milton Glaser had designed his “I ¥ New
York” trademark using an elegant typeface and spelling the word love, it would be
humorless, and probably unmemorable; instead he created “I ¥ New York,” which,
although not a sidesplitter, is a witty combination of word and symbol that today is
a much-imitated visual device. After the terror attack of 9/11, the symbol had an
even greater, indeed serious, significance when Glaser included the words, “More
than ever” on the [ ¥ NY logo and further added a dark stain to the lower left-hand
portion of the heart to represent the destruction of the World Trade Center and over
three thousand victims. The revised symbol retained its wit while its message tran-
scended the lighthearted intent of the original.

Humor is a mnemonic tool—something that helps (or forces) us to recollect.
This can be manifest in wordplay, like a slogan or jingle, or picture play, such as a logo
or trademark. An example of the former is the brilliant slogan for New York Newsday:
“On Top of the News and Ahead of the Times.” In that simple phrase, Newsday mem-
orably positions itself as both a superlative newspaper and worthy competitor. On
first reading On Top of the News implies breaking its share of news stories, while
Ahead of the Times implies being progressive but not doggedly fashionable. But it also
invokes the claim the Newsday is better than the New York Times and the New York
Daily News. An historical example of picture play is a three-panel Dubonnet poster
designed by A. M. Cassandre in 1932, which even today is memorable for its playful
wit. In his marriage of word and image, Cassandre’s comic trade character, the
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“Dubonnet Man,” sits drinking the wine at a café table. In panel one, he is rendered
mostly in outline, his partially painted arm outstretched with glass in hand; under-
neath, the work DUBONNET is rendered half in bold, the rest in outline, focusing
the viewer’s eye on DUBQO. In the second panel, the character is drinking as his out-
lined body begins to fill with color and detail, and another letter, the N, is now bold,
revealing DUBON. And in the last panel a completely rendered character is pouring
from a bottle to refill his glass, and the DUBONNET is completely bold. This bril-
liant visual “jingle” has multiple levels of meaning: in French, dubo means “something
liquid,” dubon means “something good,” and Dubonnet is indeed a wonderful wine.
The fast cadence of DUBO, DUBON, DUBONNET is appealing for its almost rhyth-
mic syncopation, but there is something else going on here—in addition to the sophis-
ticated verbal and graphic tricks, Cassandre used a more fundamental aspect of humor
to achieve the final result, an activity called the play principle.

In Thoughts of Design, Paul Rand asserts that play is essential to the practice of all
graphic design. Play is a kind of abandon, yet, as we know from small children, play is
their work. In the initial stages of a project (and possibly throughout), the designer
ostensibly becomes an adult child, allowing attachments to shift capriciously from one
plaything to another. In design, however, playthings are type and image, which are real-
ly puzzle pieces to be more or less instinctively moved, juxtaposed, and even mangled
and distorted until a serendipitous relationship between formal and contextual prob-

lems is achieved. Even the most rigidly systematic design solutions are born of play.

Humo
is pla

said Max Eastman. Though all humor derives from play, play does not always result

in humor. The play principle in design involves intuition, and intuition is a switch
that starts and stops the play process, controlling when a designer will move from
childlike abandon into adultlike premeditation. What we will call design intuition is
not, however, a parapsychological force, heavenly gift, or atavistic trait, but rather a
mixture of unreasoned and learned knowledge. Indeed, one way to describe design is
as equal parts play and intuition, dictated by the requisites of the problem at hand,
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and play alone cannot be considered design in the formal sense until an overriding
intelligence puts the variables into some kind of order. Moreover, though born of
play, graphic design is not inherently humorous. Design humor is the deliberate
merging of incongruities into some kind of credible communication that is not over-
shadowed by reason but is nevertheless governed by it. Wit and humor in design
occur when play and logic are seamlessly intertwined.

Not Every Designer a Humorist

I am not a humorous designer, at least given the standard that the best visual humor
is surprising, fresh, and unencumbered by cliché. Indeed, many otherwise very tal-
ented graphic designers are unable to translate good verbal sense of humor into visu-
al humor—some have the knack, others do not. This book is replete with examples
of those who do. But even in this compilation, the qualitative range varies. The
exemplars are those who invent new forms rather than conforming to tried and true
formulae. They might take chances with subjects and themes that have traditionally
defied humorous treatment, like annual reports, and they realize that the easy solution
is not necessarily the best, and that effective humor is not always an easy solution.

While I will attempt to “deconstruct” the process of wit and humor in design in
this book, there are no correct formulae. Do not read it with the idea that this is
Graphic Comedy 101 . For though humor can be explained, it cannot be taught. While
certain formal characteristics are common to all humor in design, like exaggerated
scale, odd juxtapositions, and ironic relationships, these same traits also apply to
“straight” design. To be certain, a big head placed atop a little body does not ensure
hilarity, and a piece of nostalgic clip art used in a work does not a priori make it funny.
Humor in design is an art, not a procedure. With that in mind, this book will not
make a serious designer funny, nor a funny designer an even brighter wit; it will, how-
ever, examine a range of ideas and forms in the work of others, so that even if we can-
not be great graphic humorists, we can appreciate those who are.
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 HUMOR IS ONE

OF THOSE FAST-ACTING TRANSPARENT

DELIVERY SYSTEMS THAT
EASES THE CONCEPT TO THE BRAIN.

IT°’S ABSORBED

SEEMINGLY EFFORTLESSLY |

AND GIVES GREAT PLEASURE,

AT THE SAME TIME.

HUMOR IS RELIEF
FROM THE ANXIETY

- THAT THE HUMAN
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Anatomy of Wit
NE&AO

Dissecting humor can be a perilous activity. Wit and humor are fragile at best, with
overanalysis often resulting in witless and humorless conclusions. Therefore, the purpose
of this section is not to disassemble witty or humorous design into its component
parts, but to explore some fundamental formal and stylistic characteristics common
to all types of graphic design, especially those witty and humorous.

Prehistoric Humor

The origins of visual humor might be traceable to the platypus, whose prehistoric
ancestor emerged from the slime millions of years ago near what is now northern
Australia. This aquatic mammal with beaver body and duckbill face was possibly
Mother Nature’s attempt at a visual joke. If this seems a cruel assessment, then con-
sider the suggestion that she was playing with random forms, not unlike a designer
sketching an initial idea, never intending to end with this design until seriously smit-
ten by the platypus’s comic physiognomy. However, it’s no joke that prehistoric man
applied his humor primarily to animals—the first true graphic wit was probably rep-
resented in depictions of animals on the walls of early cave dwellings. Evidence at
Lascaux and other caves indicate man’s first attempt at interpretative and caricatur-
al art in the form of drawings of local animals.

Holy Humor
A brief examination of the roots of contemporary graphic wit and design humor
reveals that the basic methods for achieving visual humor have not been radically




Illuminated alphabet made from medieval architecture (c.1830s).

altered in ages. Early graphic wit can be traced back to anthropomorphized animals
that were given symbolic guises by renegade social critics, who used them to repre-
sent aspects of human folly. However, the earliest of what we shall loosely refer to as
graphic design humor originated in early Christian illuminated manuscripts, prayer
books, and psalters from around the eighth century. These are the first examples of
the primary graphic design ingredient, the letterform, being seamlessly tied to an
image. (For an excellent discussion on this subject, read Letter and Image by Massin
[Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1970].) It is in these odes to the Word that scribes made




Nineteenth-century anatomical alphabet (1834).

letters out of drawings of contorted human bodies and animal forms that were some-
times realistic, sometimes fantastic, but often quite funny. Some illuminations were
serious symbolic interpretations of holy scripture, while others were just grotesque or
ridiculous juxtapositions conceived for the scribe’s simple pleasure of constructing a
fanciful letter.

Dragons and serpents slithered their way into manuscripts during the ninth cen-
tury, their scales, tails, and tendrils interweaving with the text in sometimes illegible
compositions. Likewise, pictures of exotic vegetation and foliage, witty in terms of




ABCOEFCH
SkLUNOE
RSTUXRYZ

ABCRENGH
PHELMNBPO
RETEOVXYZ

Figurative alphabets of comic vignettes (c.1830).

their placement on the page,
began growing like kudzu on other
manuscripts of the same period.
Eventually, these intricate visual
decorations evolved from truly
biblical allegories and symbols into
nightmarish creatures, including
quadrupeds with human heads,
two-headed birds or griffins, hu-
mans with paws, plants with beaks,
and winged ‘cattle—similar to
medieval gargoyles, which antici-
pated nineteenth-century surreal-
istic imagery. Many of these initials
and marginal decorations had no
relationship whatsoever to their
texts, and it seems that the illumi-
nators (or designers) were not just
being comic or playful, but delin-
quent in their duties. Actually,
Massin writes that the scribes and

illuminators from different monas-

teries competed with each other, as if in some obsessively perverse design competi-

tion, to see who might achieve the most outrageous visual folly.

Nineteenth-century anthropomorphic letters (c.1840).




In the fourteenth century, a backlash against this trend toward visual farce was
initiated by the leading clerics, who established a canon for the proper illumination
of sanctified manuscripts. And for a short period, graphic humor was controlled, if
not eliminated entirely. With the perfection of woodblock and copperplate engrav-
ing around the fifteenth century, letterforms once again became comic in theme
though rigid in form, in part owing to strictures imposed by the media. Contrasted to
earlier outrageous designs, which extended beyond the letterform confines into the
page margins and text areas, these subsequent engraved illuminations told an entire
visual story within self-contained letterforms known as casket letters. These initials
prefigured the fancy faces and novelty typography of the late nineteenth century.

Earthly Humor

In the fourteenth century, Romanesque and Gothic architectural styles were mimic-
ked in period letterforms. The former organically wed excessive ornament to func-
tion; the latter featured minimal ornament with a purely formal or aesthetic role.
With both, however, visual humor of the kind found in architectural decoration was
frequently replicated in the letters. During the middle to late Renaissance, the rules
of geometry began influencing concepts of beauty, and so governed the infant art of
typography, which as one of its tenets rejected overly decorated (and, by extension,
humorous) letterforms. Eventually, the Romanesque, Gothic, and later even Baroque
modes of decorative lettering became popular in books and other forms of printing,
ultimately influencing a style of humorous graphics found centuries later in commer-
cial typography and design.

During the long interval between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, tech-
nological and commercial advances significantly altered the role of graphics in society
from elitist to populist. Hence, graphic humor became more varied. The communi-
cations history of the nineteenth century was heavily molded by the confluence of
political, social, and technological advancements. This period of both flowering
enlightenment and strict repression had a strong impact on visual humor.

In the 1830s, the development of commercial printing methods, particularly
lithography, afforded graphic artists new freedoms of expression and fresh outlets for
their talents. Lithography offered greater production flexibility, resulting in low-cost
printing for increased quantities. And new distribution methods allowed for greater
circulation of what was produced. The most fascinating graphic humor at this time,
however, was not found in mass periodicals, as one might expect, but rather in a curi-
ous medium: children’s alphabet primers. Progressive educators determined that
rather than forcing the study of language on youngsters who were more inclined to
play than learn, the inclusion of comic visual “games” in their lessons, including
metamorphosed alphabets and rebuses, would provide essential learning aids while
children played. Similar typographic playfulness was, of course, prevalent in adult-
oriented literature in the form of surrealistic and comic initial letters.
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Les Poires (Pears) wherein Charles Philipon transforms French monarch
Louis-Philippe into the Pear King (1834).

The most important outlets for expressive, comic, and satiric graphic art during
this time were newspapers in France, the most noteworthy of which was the weekly
Le Charivari, founded two years after the victors of the July Revolution of 1930 rein-
stated a limited monarchy and appointed citizen King Louis-Philippe to the throne.
Le Charivari was the most critically outspoken journal in France until its editor, the
writer and cartoonist Charles Philipon, published an image that savagely ridiculed
the reigning monarch and became a popular icon of dissent. The image was called
Les Poires (The Pears), a four-step transformation of the stout, jowled king into a
plump, overripe pear, which, in addition to being a witty visual metaphor, proved
to be an incendiary insult as well, for le poire in French slang signifies a simpleton
or dope.




Ralph E. Shikes, author of The Indignant Eye, notes that “Many of [Philipon’s]
fellow artists, like gleeful delinquents, returned to the theme again and again.”
Indeed, The Pear became so ingrained in the French vernacular that it was a devas-
tating symbolic blow against authority in an era when symbols carried great weight—
Louis-Philippe was so threatened by it that he ordered harsh punitive measures
against any cartoonists using the image and eventually decreed that The Pear (and,
not too long afterward, the entire free press of France) must cease to exist. But the
clever Philipon found a loophole, noting that the decree only prohibited The Pear
from being drawn by an artist’s or engraver’s hand, leaving typographical representa-
tion unscrutinized. In a final act of defiance before the censors squelched free expres-
sion almost entirely, Philipon published a fiery editorial against censorship typeset on
the cover of Le Charivari in the shape of Les Poires. This act, though a difficult tech-
nical accomplishment, since it was handset in lead type, was well worth the effort for
the consternation it caused officialdom.

Philipon’s feat was indeed witty and smart, but it was not, however, a new inven-
tion. His typographic manipulation had a history and a name: figured verse. It is actu-
ally traceable back to long before the advent of moveable type, to when the scribes
of Ancient Greece gave concrete form to poetic expression. One of the most famous
figured verses in English literature appeared in the nineteenth century as “The
Mouse’s Tail,” from Alice in Wonderland, in which words form a swirling tail, giving
visual emphasis to the character of the mouse. Perhaps the most emblematic exam-
ple of this genre is Guillaume Apollinaires’s poem, “Il Pleut” (It’s Raining), from
Calligrammes: Poemes de la Paix et de la Guerre (1913-1916), with words that

metaphorically fall like rain on a page.

Modern Humor

Other Modernist poets and graphic designers also gave voice to words through what
one critic has called “noisy” typography. But Apollinaire coined a more poetic term,
calligramme, to signify a combination of script, design, and thought, “representing the
shortest route which can be taken for expressing a thought in material terms, and for
forcing the eye to accept a global view of the written word.” His revival of this ven-
erable means of expression provided the perfect tool for Modern functionalists, who
preferred machine-made imagery (i.e., realistic drawing). Calligrammes and similar
typographic concoctions became the means for progressive artists, writers, and
designers to express themselves economically and functionally with the proper
Modern materials. Variations on the calligramme, both witty and profane, were cre-
ated by members of the Futurist, Constructivist, and Dadaist movements in mani-
festos expressing the goals of their respective cultural revolutions. Indeed, these
documents challenged existing artistic canons even as they questioned convention-
al means of comprehension.
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“Il Pleut,” from Calligrames (1918), by Guillaume Apollinaire.

expense of convention, the
priated safe and unthreatening aspects of the Modernist visual vocabulary, estab-
lishing new design conventions and making the “far-out” accessible to a mass

audience. Indeed, in the hands of commercial artists, calligrammes and other
concrete typography were effective means of creating mnemonic devices to

ensure product identification. Massin wrote that this method “fuses a visual

image and a script and gives a tangible quality to the metaphor. It offers a slo-

gan which is made up of words, a concrete presence and an immediate signifi-
cance so that its power is reinforced to a remarkable degree.”

One of the most radical
e proponents of this new visu-
al language was E T. Mar-
inetti, the father of Italian
Futurism, who invented the
Parole in Liberta (“Words in

Freedom”), giving sound to
typography.

As early as
1910, he wrote that to enliv-

en the printed page he
would use “three or four inks

of different colors on a single

page and twenty different

-
es®

typefaces if necessary.” His

goal was to create a new syn-

ws
-

thetic means of expression.

Moreover, through a visual-
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avant-gardists were chal-
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Moderne Humor

The Modern movement rejected antiquated styles. Conversely, the Moderne style—
the dominant mode of mass commercial art that ran concurrent with Modernism
from the early 1920s to the mid-1930s—enthusiastically embraced them. While the
Modernists sought to develop a timeless vocabulary resistant to the erosive effects of
fashion, Moderne (or modernistic) designers derived their popular style from a con-
fluence of historical and contemporary influences that was deliberately fashionable
and predictably short-lived. Wry, sophisticated humor was key to certain aspects of
Modern design, while Moderne design humor was generally less intellectually rigor-
ous. However, since Moderne design drew its inspiration from mass culture and was
directed at the mass market, it had to be much more comic in certain respects, for
lightheartedness in advertising and publicity was a proven commercial lure. Owing
to the limited color palette and type choice of Modern graphic design, especially as
practiced under the banners of the Bauhaus and the New Typography, the avant-
garde was perceived by some critics as too austere, humorless, and therefore too oft-
putting to be successful in the marketplace. Modernism was accepted more warmly
in Europe than in the United States, where advertising “experts” consistently under-
estimated public tolerance for new things.

Since Moderne designers did not reject drawing or painting as viable design
tools, and because their color palette was rich and typographic variations numerous,
the range of graphic materials produced under the modernistic umbrella was usually
quite joyful and witty. Much modernistic design was illustrative, and since humor was
easier to achieve with illustration than with type alone, Moderne humor must be
viewed as ostensibly pictorial.

Excellent examples of this pictorial mode include the posters by the Italian artist
Leonetto Cappiello, who was a prolific posterist in France and [taly during the early
twentieth century and achieved memorable imagery through his comic, gestural
drawings. Cappiello’s lettering was bold and straightforward, with his humor usually
conveyed through a single figure surrealistically juxtaposed with the object being
advertised. An example of this is the human firefly surrounded by light bulbs in his
brilliant poster for Lampe Osmine. French artist Jean Carlu, another Moderne master,
was not as interested in gestural drawing as was Cappiello but nevertheless had a pic-
torial rather than typographic orientation. His comic images, which advertised a
wide range of quotidian products, were based on a synthesis of borrowed Cubist forms
into cartoonlike signposts. Carlu’s poster for Dentifrices Gellé Fréres uses stylish let-
tering to identify the product, but the focus is on the discordant shapes forming the
comic head and shadow. The target is a spotlight on the teeth (which A. Tollmer, a
1930s design critic, called “the graphic dart”). This poster is also clever on another
level, for rather than showing a package, as was the convention of the day, Carlu cre-
ated a semiabstract, comic trademark that was effectively applied to other selling
materials.
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Osmine advertising poster by Leonetto ( o (1920).
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Dentifrices Gellé Fréres poster by Jean Carlu (1927). Iconic trademarks by Karl Schulpig (1919-1924).

Carlu was a master but not, however, the originator of this method of picto-
graphic, humorous design. Before him, in the 1910s and 1920s, many German trade-
mark designers, most notably Karl Schulpig, were cleverly playing with stark geome-
tries with the goal of changing logo and trademark imagery from the intricate
heraldic marks of the previous century to simplified and witty graphic pictograms.
This change was necessary because business dominance was shifting—small, family-
run concerns were increasingly giving way to large, shareholder-owned corpora-
tions—and the venerable means of identification were quickly becoming obsolete in
this new business culture. Schulpig developed marks
and posters that offered a more abstract approach, but
never so confounding as to be incomprehensible (like
some of today’s marks). Many of these images were like
puzzles, which, when deciphered, became unforget-
table. One exemplary mark designed by John
Heartfield for the Malik-Verlag, a German socialist

publishing company, was a pictogram of a comic robot
Malik-Verlag logo by John Heartfield (1918).  formed by the sans serif letters M A L I K.




Illustration versus Design

Not all pictorial humor is design humor. While many forms of illustration and cartoon are
used in concert with type, only some of these relationships are actually driven by
design. Cappiello’s imagery was definitely illustrative, but the drawings in his posters
were not used to tell a narrative story, but rather as mnemonic symbols (which is my
simple definition of “illustrative”). Similarly, Carlu was not making narrative illus-
tration, but rather a pictorial symbology that developed from design requisites.

Shown here are examples of purely humorous illustration on the covers of
Harper's Weekly, Satire, Liberty, and the Saturday Evening Post magazines, in which no
attempt is made to unify the typographic elements with the artwork. Each piece of
art is a narrative, telling a story by freezing a moment of time into a vignette or
tableau. These images may be witty or even satiric, but they are not examples of
design humor. Conversely, the artwork and lettering for the cover of Vanity Fair, ren-
dered by Fortunato Depero, is seamlessly intertwined, like a miniposter. The intent
of the cover is not to tell a story, but to express a feeling about New York wealth and
privilage in a witty manner. And on page 16 are two billboards (c. 1938), in which
comic characterizations are in concert with amusing lettering. While these can be
considered design humor, each represents a more slapstick approach than, say, the
posters by Cappiello, Carlu, or Agha.
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Harpers Weekly (1901) and Satire (1911) featured witty cartoons and illustrations on the covers.
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The Talon Fasteners character (c. 1932) is built around exaggerated geometries.
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The chefs on the A&GP Bread billboard (c. 1935) prefigure the cuddly Pillsbury Doughboy.



Postwar Humor

A schism of varying degrees has existed between illustrator and designer ever since the
advent of commercial printing, which allowed the artist to make artwork in a virtual
vacuum, ignorant of how the work would be used in a layout. But at no time was the
schism more profound than during the post=World War II era, when descendants of
the Modern movement in Europe and the United States fervently rejected drawn or
painted illustration in favor of more “objective” or “rational” media, such as photog-
raphy and photomontage. The direct descendants of the Bauhaus developed the Swiss
Style, a rather systematic, functional design approach based on a less-is-more philoso-
phy, which was perceived by its critics as totally devoid of humor. Of course, nothing
can be so black and white, and while Swiss design is definitely austere, it is not com-
pletely humorless. Indeed, Josef Miiller-Brockman’s much-reproduced poster protesting
noise pollution is an economical form but an acerbic and bittersweet message.

Swiss design reflected the temperament of the Swiss nation during the postwar
years, and also perpetuated the stereotype of their squeaky-clean and well-ordered soci-
ety. But more importantly, Swiss graphic design was a profound influence on designers
elsewhere in the industrialized world, who were beginning to administer to the identity
needs of the emerging multinational corporations requiring manageable, uniform design
systems. In America, however, small pockets of rebellion grew in response to rationalist
trends perceived as cold and humorless. Pushpin Studios, founded in 1954 by the illus-
trators Seymour Chwast, Milton Glaser, Reynold Ruffins, and Edward Sorel, became the
most recognized and influential of these rebels. Pushpin was also the progenitor of a new
American eclecticism noted for
returning illustration back to the
design process. Pushpin developed a
distinctive, decidedly humorous pic-
torial vocabulary by reviving and syn-
thesizing historical European graphic
styles and American vernacular art,
like the comics, into a cacophony of
type and imagery. Humor in all
forms—from jest to pun to parody—
was key to the Pushpin style. And its
inventive house organ, The Pushpin
Monthly Graphic, was a proving
ground for its various members’
graphic humor. Fortunately, Push-

pin’s clients were primarily in the

entertainment, publishing, and cul-

ture fields, which tended to prefer to
be rcpresented by humor. Seymour Chwast's shaky draun line is inherently funny.




Late Modern Humor
Graphic design came of age during the 1950s, when the field was no longer called
commercial art, but “art for commerce”—a fine but very significant distinction that
implies a higher lever of collaboration between artist and business. The leading prac-
titioners were not anonymous craftspersons but respected communicators, some with
distinctive personal styles, others with notable philosophies, and a few even holding
revolutionary ideas in the tradition of the European avant-gardes. Paul Rand, a very
early exponent of progressive design in the United States, made his mark in adver-
tising during the late 1930s through his emphasis on quite playful, visual solutions
instead of the ubiquitous copy-driven ads. In the 1950s, he made even more signif-
icant inroads into the infant field of

< corporate communications, combining

the best of the Swiss systematic design
U s with his personal passion for play. Rand
instinctively imbued his book jackets,

\/ posters, and even children’s books with

wry humor to enhance both eye appeal

Logos by Paul Rand for Westinghouse (1960) and UPS (1961), . . .
noted for their comic wwists.  and meaning, and believed firmly that

even corporate design could benefit from play. His most visible corporate logos and
trademarks are witty visual puns. For example, the logo for Westinghouse, a W, is an
electrical schematic, while the one for UPS is an heraldic shield with a gift box as

a crown. .
During the late 1950s, typeplay
evolved from the anarchic Dada and I

Futurist manifestations into more —

deliberate communications. Brad-
bury Thompson, who devoted an

entire 1949 issue of Westvaco Inspir- Paris, ready to put on

ations (the paper company’s influen- Trael light: without your iron
Free vacations, U.S.A

tial promotional magazine to the
5 ways for you to do Europe...

subject of type as metaphor, was $2:0 up
himself a skilled master of this typo-
graphic art. Through witty layouts
in which type was used to mimic
sound, Thompson proved that type

was an extraordinarily versatile

expressive tool.
Ipsel 1952

If Thompson helped emancipate
hot type from the shackles of the

chase, Herb Lubalin gave type its
! . Bradbury Thompson's cover of Mademoiselle pays homage
many voices, some of them comedic. o René Magritte.



With the rebus in mind, Lubalin
made words and images read togeth-
er as single entities in compositions
that were at once witty and true. But
his really important, groundbreaking
work came with the advent of the
phototypositor, for he experimented
with such close settings and contort-
ed juxtapositions that he became
known as the “master of smashed
type.” By tightening, touching, and
overlapping letterforms, he forced a
radical break from the standards that
had governed typesetting for ages.
At the same time, he tamed the
more anarchic manifestations of the
avant-garde into an au courant typo-
graphic language, at once playful
and accessible.

Prefiguring sound-bite mania, but
concurrent with television’s rise in

WESTVACO

Bradbury Thompson makes letters into an African mask.

popularity during the early 1960s, the brightest American advertising art directors, in

collaboration with their creative team partners, created a genre of word-image adver-

tising notable for its straightforward design, matter-of-fact image (usually photo-

graphic), and sophisticated wit. Influenced by television, the best print campaign

competed successfully with the tube for memorability. Indeed, three campaigns are

still unforgettable after almost three decades, because their ideas were so ingenious

and the design so innovative that they continue to defy quibble and qualm: George

Lois’s Wolfschmidt’s Vodka campaign, in which tasty fruit and vegetable additives

converse smartly with tasteless alcohol; Helmut Krone’s Volkswagen campaign, the

first time an advertiser revealed its own faults in public; and William Taubin

MOTHER

The “Mother and Child” logo by Herb Lubalin is the quintessential visual pun.
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“Wolfschmidt,
I wouldn't do this with
any other vodka.
You've got taste.”

“Can vou
squeeze me
in?

“Crazy Water."(Water never tasted this good before.)

For the Wolfschmidts vodka campaign, George Lois gave manimate objects comic life by giving them voices.

Levy’s Rye Bread campaign, in which various members of New York’s ethnic melting
pot declared on large subway posters that “You don’t have to be Jewish to love
Levy’s.” In addition, Lou Dorfsman, design director for CBS, was writing and
designing brilliantly witty advertising during this period. Though well-crafted
words are the keys to the success of these ads, memorability is based on the sum of
their parts—text, image and typography—as well as on their confident and at times
self-effacing humor.
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You don’t have
to be Jewish

tolove Levy’s

real Jewish Rye

William Taubm’s ironic word- and picture-play for Levy’s. Henry Wolf’s sexy phrenology for Esquire.

Post-Modern Humor
The term Post-Modern, when applied to graphic design, is an attitude, not a style,
associated with the time period from the mid-1970s to the present. Literally, Post-
Modernism is historiographic nomenclature for the ethic that follows Modernism.
Philosophically, it describes a reassessment and revival throughout art and design of
historical and vernacular styles and materials formerly rejected by Modernism and
outmoded by fashion. In architecture and literature, Post-Modernism, simply stated,
is an analytical process of “deconstructing” a particular work in order to discover its
formal origins; in graphic design, however, the term is merely a convenient catchall
for a broad range of contemporary design applications, none of them directly related
to each other by one dominant ethic. Post-Modern graphic design is neither a move-
ment with a moral mission nor a school with shared beliefs, but rather a number of
vaguely linked aesthetics. When the history of the period from the mid-1970s to the
1990s is codified, it will include an array of computer, vernacular, historicist, decora-
tive, and informational designers who might superficially share similar color prefer-

21




ences or borrow from the same big closet of revivals—some of the design from this
period may look like it was cryogenically preserved back in the 1930s, while other
pieces will seem to have returned from the twenty-fifth century. But more important
than these minor shared attributes, the most significant characteristic to emerge from
Post-Modernism is a profound sense of play and humor.

The Post-Modern play ethic
began during the postpsychedelic
era in the early 1970s with the
short-lived, youth-inspired design
language called Punk. Punk was
reheated Dada without the content,
and souped-up 1960s pop without
the Vietnam War as an anchor for
moral indignation. Punk, which
began in England as a musical
trend and spread as a design style
throughout Europe and the United
States in publications like Slash,
New York Rocker, and, predictably,
Punk, was about kids coming of
age—cynical, sarcastic, angry, and
anarchic kids. Punk’s design humor
was acerbic but not necessarily stri-
dent, raucous but not really intelli-

gent. It was a slap-and-paste ethic.

Punk magazine cover comic by Bobby London.  Formalism be damned, expression

was supreme. Punk’s jugular humor

wore thin, as did the “movement” itself, which quickly lost steam and was assimilat-
ed into the mainstream within a few years of its initial surge of energy.

Replacing Punk was New Wave, or what the cartoonist Gary Panter calls “sani-
tized punk.” New Wave took the primitive Punk visual utterances and transformed
them into visual language, with syntax and grammar. The vocabulary was comprised
of soothing colors, a plethora of geometric dingbats and ornaments, and humorous
imagery often borrowed from old commercial-arts manuals. New Wave designers
made it possible to apply Punk to mainstream advertising, the same way Moderne
designers had borrowed aspects of Cubism for commercial purposes decades earlier.

If Punk contributed anything to the practice of graphic design, it was the idea
that somehow everything was possible—rules didn’t matter. Of course, not all design-
ers (or clients, for that matter) are comfortable with such freedom, but that didn’t
inhibit young designers in the 1980s from experimenting, even if it meant reinvent-
ing the wheel.
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If American graphic design
came of age in the late 1950s, it
was primarily in New York,
Chicago and Los Angeles, the
three centers of “enlightened”
business and design savvy. In the
1980s, graphic design entered
middle age by expanding into
regions of the United States where
designers had never flourished
before. Many of these areas devel-
oped somewhat indigenous or
regional styles owing to the in-
fluence of one or two leading styl-
ists and the kinds of businesses
being serviced. In San Francisco,
Michael Vanderbyl and Michael
Manwaring were influenced by
contemporary pop culture {includ-
ing San Francisco’s psychedelic
legacy), Post-Modern architec-
ture, and the comic furniture of
Milan’s Memphis group. Sharing
common passions, their work was
a synthesis of these contemporary
ideas into a distinctive vocabulary
of lighthearted New Wave forms
underscored by serious visual
punning. In Dallas, Woody Pirtle,
who was influenced by Pushpin
Studios, developed an illustrative
design method that was founded
on visual puns and witty jux-
tapositions of content. And in
Minneapolis, The Duffy Group
exemplified Midwest New Wave
styling (in a similar manner to the
early work of Pushpin Studios)
and a new “vernacular” humor
using cuts from 1920s and 1930
printer’s manuals. Apparently spell-
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Stuff magazine's abstract cover design exudes whimsy.
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David Carson transformed mere type into mere Pepsi.
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bound by that innocent, yet kitschy, period of
commercial art, Charles Spencer Anderson
created a vocabulary based on silly but curious-
ly compelling stock images, manipulating them
ever so slightly and printing them in contem-
porary colors.

M&Co, a progressive New York firm
founded by the late Tibor and Maira Kalman
and currently operated by the latter, also built
its early studio personality on a rehabilitation
of old printing forms. But unlike Anderson’s
quite stylized work, M&Co used vernacular
forms in contrast to (and perhaps as a satire of)
the overly sophisticated, indeed superficially
decorative trends underscoring American
graphic communications. Anderson’s approach
is rooted in the pleasure that results from play-
ing with these anomalous forms, while M&Co
believe that studying vernacular art provides a
method for breaking through the clichés that

hamper interesting communication and con-

strict intelligent humor.

The Duffy Group transformed old commercial
art into a new style.
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Tibor Kalman used “vernacular” images as an ironic critique of slick graphic design
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Even in the Post-Modern era, where a simple evocation of the past seems enough
to make design humorous, not all humor is based on common nostalgic visual cues.
Humor’s determinants are complex and fluid, and actively resist categorization.

Digital Age Humor

Since the abrupt end of Post-Modernism in the late Nineties, graphic design is
bereft of viable rubrics with which to label contemporary forms and styles.
Generally speaking, this has been an eclectic period during which innovation has
more or less taken a back seat to reaction. It has been a time when distressed,
hyperactive, and otherwise convention-slaying typography has often been more a
knee-jerk reaction to the sobriety of Modernism and the superfluities of the Post-
Modernism eras than an new movement that has embraced original ideas. One
might say that a large proportion of the graphic design produced during the cur-
rent fin de siecle has been a joke. This is not to suggest that graphic design is
entirely facetious, but since the relevance of graphic design as a communications
field has been in question with relation to other mass media forms, designers may
not be as serious as they once were. Which is not a criticism but an observation
that designers now have a curious license to be less solemn about their work.
Although humor has been significant during all the eras of design discussed in this
chapter, the Digital Age is typified by frivolity that has not been experienced
since the days of Dada.

Digital media have made it possible for designers to cavort in ways that were
unthinkable because they were not doable prior to the advent of the personal
computer. Today, designers are able to animate what was once static, amplify what
was once silent, and introduce multiple dimensions to what was once two-dimen-
sional. Some of these creations are manifest as a new period style as typified by
multiple layers of visual matter, but much of today’s output is unique unto itself—
often, in fact the meanderings of a designer’s distinct persona. The Digital Age has
spawned many individuals hungry for individuality, and humor has proven, as
always, a good means of attracting attention. Modernist humor was simply a result
of good design, not its goal; but for the Digital Age-ist, making humor is often the
problem, the solution, and the be-all-end-all.

Before the computer (B.C.) the graphic designer was an organizer, aesthetic advi-
sor, and conceptualist mostly in the print medium. Now, the graphic designer has the
power to be more in many media. Today the designer is an entertainer, and there are
few things more entertaining than humor. Making design (in the broadest sense of
the word, which involves the confluence of letter, image, and form) that will spark
an audience to laugh is as important as creating superb typography. With current dig-
ital authoring tools—Photoshop, Flash, and Final Cut-Pro, for example—the designer
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is more equipped than ever to produce entertainment for both pleasure and edifica-
tion—often both.

Design for pleasure is easy to describe. It is anything that makes the communi-

cation experience—the conveyance of information—enjoyable. Humor is the spark
that ignites the pleasure center of the brain. If one laughs, one enjoys, and when one
enjoys, one must experience happiness. Design for edification is not necessarily dis-

tinct from pleasure, but being edified is usually separate from pure pleasure.

Edification involves being informed—awareness is the fruit—and serious informa-
tion on political, social, and cultural issues is usually a pill best administered with a
witty coating. When, for example, the Enron scandal hit the proverbial fan in win-
ter 2002, visual humorists attacked the issue through graphic satire. The enormity of
the corruption and the number of innocent people who were hurt by corporate greed
made it difficult to exercise humor, and therefore all the more important. The reac-
tion of visual commentators helped make the complexities of the event more con-
crete. And no tool was more useful than the Enron logo, which when Paul Rand
designed it in 1996 could never be considered an infamous mark. Its tilting E, a
metaphor for the pipelines that the company administered, was Rand’s characteristic
plaything. He always injected mild covert wit into everything he designed, but now
that tilt is indicative of a corporation that jilted its employees and screwed the
nation. By 2002 the Enron logo had become such an emblem of infamy that visual
humorists were using it as a touchstone for fast wit and serious commentary. Even a
Web site that called for an “Enron Logo Contest,” piqued such imagination that
scores of designers made variations that included a severed E as middle finger and the

E as broken pipelines spewing waste onto the land.

7

The Enron logo became a symbol of malfeasance.
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Digital Age humor is really no different from most other periods, only the deliv-
ery has changed and so have the practitioners. With the computer a designer need
not be a “designer” to produce “sophisticated” graphic wit—or cheap shots, for that
matter. During the 2000 election, when Al Gore and George W. Bush duked it out
in Florida for the few contested votes, the Internet was a swarm of GIFFs, TIFFs,
JPEGs, and PDFs that lampooned the presumptive Dubya by casting aspersions on his
character, intelligence, and physiognomy. Most of these gags were not created by
“professional” designers, yet they worked perfectly well as ad hoc digital flyers. The
message was conveyed, the form was acceptable, and the humor was sharp. In the
Digital Age anyone can design, and that’s no joke. It’s ironic that graphic design was
for so long such an unknown profession, and then with the advent of the digital bust,
it’s become so well-known that anyone can do it, but I digress.

Speaking of irony, certain pundits have dubbed the mid-Eighties and Nineties
“The Age of Irony,” the nothing-is-sacred era, the ripe for sarcasm decades, the
Comedy Central epoch. It is what commentator Kurt Andersen has referred to as “a
certain kind of easy, preening, nihilistic posture.” Immediately after the tragedy of
9/11, irony was on the chopping block. Time magazine, one of the least ironic jour-
nals around, declared that, “One good thing could come from this horror—the end
of the age of irony.” But without irony, what is humor? Irony has been the mainstay
of satire, the knife that cuts through the sanctimony of hypocritical society. Of
course, the old saying, “There is a place for everything [read as humor] and every-
thing in its place,” certainly applies to tragedies as devastating as holocaust, geno-
cide, and terrorist murder, but horror requires perspective. Humor, indeed irony, is
not a drug that blocks pain, though it aids in prioritizing emotion. After 9/11 the
immediate response by many designers was to create posters, symbols, and other
graphics to commemorate victims, exhibit patriotism, or call citizens to arms. Some
of the visual puns involved were clever, though most rested on tried and true nation-
al clichés designed to instill comfort and recognition. For a moment irony was lost.
But as Kurt Andersen noted, “It turns out there is a half-life to trauma.”

Post-Traumatic-Stress Humor

The satirical newspaper and Web site The Onion, known for its ironic tabloid social
jibes, jumped headlong into the post-9/11 fray without compromising its pre-9/11
mission. [t carries forward the legacy of Fifties Mad, Sixties National Lampoon, and
Eighties Spy with its spot-on, nerve-touching social and political spoofs, but in the
wake of tragedy it was even more compelling, dealing with high-stakes realities such
as its mock news story about homeland security, headlined ““Expect Delays’ Signs
Placed Randomly Throughout Nation.” The Onion is design humor in its broadest
definition. The publication and Web site employ a transparently emblematic for-
mat—in other words, it functions as what it is—a mock tabloid that enables the
material to be conveyed without distraction or deflection.
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Well before 9/11, George W. Bush and the conservative congressional agenda
provided stimulus for visual and verbal satirists. In addition, other social follies in the
ferment were ready for critical attacks, notably the controversy surrounding meetings
of the World Trade Organization. Adbusters magazine, the bible of the anti-brand and
“No-Logo” movement, had been wittily designed to give an aura of sophistication
while much of its visual content was dedicated to transforming well-known logos,
trademarks, and advertisements into satires against environmental and cultural
waste-makers. However, 9/11 marked a moment of reevaluation both for its contrib-
utors and audience. How could any protest, especially humorous protest, be mounted
against world trade after is foremost symbol had been the target of such a deadly ter-

rorist attack. Nonetheless, despite critics who called for a moratorium on critical wit,

£yes Wine Shut

Robbie Conal captures the warts and all of American political “heroes.”
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Adbusters did not demur and used satire as one of its weapons in a cause it believed
still had relevance. Adbusters further sponsored a billboard on Times Square that slyly
used the American flag, but instead of stars appeared the logos of the nation’s lead-
ing corporations. Similarly, artist-designers known for their respective pre-9/11
graphic assaults on political and social bétes noires found that they could not be
silent for long. Robbie Conal is the preeminent American poster sniper; Shawn
Wolfe is the leading critic of brand-fetishism. Both use their respective media and
irony to critique issues and individuals. Conal’s “Homeland” poster (see page 168)
was a frontal jab against government rhetoric that he believed was an excuse for dra-
conian legal measures. Wolfe has wrestled with commodification of the soul to
planned obsolescence. His work repeatedly teases what he calls “consumer hoodoo”
as found in the worlds of fashion and style through a parodying of conventional
methods of communication.

Throughout the twentieth century, irony has been a response to staggering his-
torical developments, to World Wars I and II, and the threat of World War III. “At
times like these,” states Kurt Andersen, “wisdom and well-crafted wisecracking can
go hand-in-hand.” The function of design humor in times of strife have a curative
and cautionary result. Humor may cover but also exposes. It is more than a salve
applied to a wound—it is a way to uncover the anxieties that mount in the wake of
hardship. This is has been a time when humor in general, and graphic wit very directly,
have served a variety of purposes, but none greater than to entertain and edify.

Having now explored the various forms graphic wit and design humor have
taken since prehistory, the following chapters deliver on this book’s intent: how
graphic wit and design humor have evolved in America in recent years.

Shaun Wolfe's Panic Now campaign promotes a useless appliance.
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| The use of humor allows
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paradigms

in regard to

corporate communications.

[ Charles Spencer Anderso ID
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Play at Work
A\

Civilization and Its Malcontents

Play is the work of children. Yet children do not merely busy themselves with play-
things, but rather learn invaluable lessons and relationships through processes of dis-
covery inherent in their play. In its purest form, play is joy unrefined, free of con-
straint. Furthermore, play is the fuel of creativity. Romantically speaking, play is
primitivism, because it is not derivative of style or fashion. Since primitivism allows
for honest expression, and since children are indeed primitive before they become
“civilized,” it is no wonder that artists like Paul Klee, Joan Miro, and Saul Steinberg
quote their children’s imagery as a means of expressing their own primal natures.
Neither is it surprising that Abstract Expressionist painting has been compared to the
work of children, for despite the grandiloquent art historical theories, many abstract
artists in the late 1940s attempted to rediscover those realms of play that society had
deemed so unsuitable for responsible adults. “Play so that you may be serious,”
advised Aristotle. “Play freely so that your mind is a welcome home for every new dis-
covery,” said a sixth grade art teacher.

Play is a noble activity. Yet in addition to noble play, there is also mischievous
play. Though the two should not necessarily be mutually exclusive, sometimes they
are direct opposites. While noble play is cherished abandon, mischief is synonymous
with premeditated irresponsibility. But mischief can also be more intense play—
think about Shakespeare’s Puck in A Midsummer Night's Dream, who may be devilish
but not Satanic, for he is the embodiment of eternal youth. An inveterate prankster,
Puck is forever disrupting the status quo, not for the simple pleasure of wreaking
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havoc but rather as a comic reminder that life should be wonderfully spirited, not
lifelessly constricted. Puck’s distant cousin Peter Pan is the prince of pranks, whose
entire existence is forever linked to children’s imaginations and their unwillingness
to grow up. What'’s wrong with keeping at least some of the arttributes of youth alive,
asks Oscar Wilde in The Picture of Dorian Grey: “Youth smiles without any reason. It
is one of its chiefest charms.” What some might call mischief is actually just an
attempt to sustain youthful vigor. Whatever the rationale, a certain amount of mis-
chief is necessary for the creative process to begin and continue.

Art and design are to a certain extent driven by mischief. Indeed, the world
expects it, and expects to complain about it too. If we look at certain art as mischief
in the making, then some of the aesthetic blunders and conceptual stupidities of the
contemporary East Village art scene are more palatable. Tracing mischief in art his-
tory, one might conclude in hindsight that some of the most well-known blunders
and folly were brilliantly rightheaded. For example, as a respite from the rigors of his
official commissions, Leonardo da Vinci drew distorted, vexing portraits of noble and
common people which were considered beyond the ken of his patrons and inconsis-
tent with artistic convention. Likewise, the sculptor Bernini took certain liberties
with the visages of Vatican clerics in mildly “charged” portraits that seemed trivial
and beneath his talent, given the artistic standards of his era. But both of these mas-
ters’ “playthings” became the historical basis for the “serious” art of caricature. Young
Renaissance painters in training engaged in harmless mischief when they painted
over academic portraits and landscapes with flies and other crawling creatures, as if
in a trompe l'oeil, rendered in perfect detail. These pranks provided a reference point
for subsequent visual satirists who developed a truly critical art. And jumping into
the more recent past, during the early 1920s the Dadaists raised artistic mischief to a
high art through images that at once ridiculed the church, army, and government of
a morally decaying Germany and created a new expressive visual language based on
a menu of aesthetically unacceptable forms. The role of mischief is therefore not to
be underestimated.

Play is necessary to the design process because unless a designer is working with-
in a rigid design system that prohibits all variants, exploration is an integral part of
all initial problem solving. When a new toy called Colorforms was introduced in
1930, with its sheets of brightly colored geometric shapes that adhered to a shiny
black board without glue or tape, it became a huge commercial success despite the
fact that it was neither a talking doll nor a mechanical toy. Children were fascinated
by the countless pictorial variations that were possible with a finite number of geo-
metric shapes. Indeed, many adults were hooked on it too, because it allowed for all
kinds of random constructions, like a huge doodle. Colorforms is therefore an appro-
priate metaphor for the early stage of the graphic design process, which is inherent-
ly limited yet curiously limitless. The act of playing with Colorforms is a metaphor
for designing, since the image potential is wide ranging—realistic or abstract, witty
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or serious, traditional or innovative—just like the

range of design solutions in the real world. The first LR
Colorforms instruction manual showed some of the $0n I-\I.Ji' -

possibilities, including abstract pictures, presumably
made by children, that were strikingly similar to
Russian Suprematist and Dutch Neo-Plasticist Paint-
ings, as well as the more predictable narrative pictures
of girls and boys, ships and cars, and so on. (Inci-
dentally, in 1959 Paul Rand redesigned the Colorforms
trademark, using the toy’s own available shapes, there-
by blending abstract and realistic characteristics into

one pictogram.)
The creative potential offered by Colorforms is Simtre e s o G
proscribed not by the limited number of pieces, shapes, by Paul Rand
and colors but by the child’s imagination and skill. If
the child’s mind is boundless, then so is the game; if
the child is constrained by certain limits, then the game has its limits too. To a great

extent, this same equation defines the practice of graphic design.

Law and Order

As important as play is to problem solving, graphic design is defined by the imposi-
tion of certain limitations and rules, usually imposed by the client, vendor, or print-
er—every designer must work from a brief and conform to a budget. These real-world
determinants distinguish a child at play from a graphic designer at work. These con-
straints, however, must be seen as a distinct advantage. In A Designer’s Art, Paul
Rand notes in his chapter on “Design and the Play Instinct” that while the ultimate
success of a designer’s work depends on his or her natural talents, the problem in
design education comes from how to arouse curiosity and stimulate creativity. Rand
concludes that limitless freedom is counterproductive and not as useful as the impo-
sition of a set of rules against which the designer can push the recognized limits. Total
freedom curiously fosters inertia, because without rules, there can be no motivation
to break rules. By extension, broken rules often (but not always) imply innovative
solutions. Without structure, play becomes energy draining rather than intellectually
sustaining.

Graphic design play also differs from child’s play in terms of results. This may
seem obvious or implicit, but distinguishing the two types of play in nevertheless
worth repeating: The child’s fingerpainting or collage will be adored by a loving par-
ent no matter what it looks like, while a graphic designer’s presentation will be
intensely scrutinized by the client. From child’s play come randomness; from adult
play comes concept. Random imagery is an end in itself, while concept is the basis
for a solution, which translates into visual communication. Humor may be born out
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of randomness, or even chaos, but humorous design solutions as exemplified in this
book must be planned and purposeful.

That designers should be endowed with a play instinct is not surprising—other-
wise, why would anyone spend days and nights pushing type and pictures around on
sheets of paper or computer screens: That design play must be controlled, however,
is the critical aspect of creativity—anyone can play with visual or graphic elements,
but only a graphic designer can make them into meaningful communication. A
designer must know when to play and when to stop. A designer must intuit how far
play can be pushed before the fruits of instinct need to be mediated by an overrid-
ing logic. Play thus becomes the first step in a process that ultimately involves quick
decision making, in addition to astute knowledge of and keen expertise with tools

and materials.

Fun Is Not Always Funny

While not all play is humorous, play is definitely the first stage in achieving graphic
wit and design humor. Unless a designer can literally project his or her mental pic-
ture of a humorous idea onto a page or object with perfect fidelity, then playing with
graphic elements until the right relationships emerge is indispensable for achieving a
humorous result. While there are no surefire formulae governing wit or humor—in
fact, the most successful humor, though rooted in intelligence, is usually serendipi-
tous—there exist some accepted formal tools that designers must use to create a nut-
turing environment for the humorous idea. Some of these devices are obvious (and
even clichéd), while others are not.

Veteran vaudevillians used to say that performers could ensure laughter if they
took pratfalls, accepted pies in the face, insulted “dames,” or simply berated their
audiences. (Given the dubious success of Andrew Dice Clay, the sexist-antagonist
principle is still disappointingly valid.) Circus clowns have a virtual catalog of visu-
al gags and tricks guaranteed to “make ’em role in da aisles every time.” And in
Enjoyment of Laughter, Max Eastman acts as a self-appointed lawgiver to the would-
be joke teller in his “Nine Commandments of Comic Arts”:

1. Be interesting.

2. Be unimpassioned.

3. Be effortless.

4. Remember the difference between cracking practical jokes and conveying
ludicrous impressions.

s. Be plausible.

6. Be sudden.

7. Be neat.

8. Be right with your timing.

9. Give good measure of serious satisfaction.
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Are there equivalencies in the graphic arts? Being neat has never been an
important stipulation (neither, for that matter, has legibility), and one might
also argue against being too unimpassioned, but some of the other tenets are
applicable to graphic design. There are scores of manuals and guides authored by
self-styled comedians telling would-be cartoonists and illustrators how to draw
funny pictures, and neophyte graphic designers what hilarious novelty typogra-
phy to use. Printers used to keep reference books with cartoony stock cuts,
which any client with a taste for the silly could buy to add the touch of wit to
an advertisement or brochure. Without exception, these guides offered a diet of
clichés and stereotypes—in fact, reusable printer’s cuts were officially called
“clichés.” Yet smart design humor cannot be achieved by following blueprints of
any kind. Play is not a formulaic activity, and mimicry will not ensure a suc-
cessful result. Perhaps only by example can designers be exposed to what works
and what does not. And even then, what works for one design problem might
not for another.

With this in mind, the following sections are not intended to bless the reader
with an acute prowess in matters witty and humorous, but rather to explore the for-
mal concern common to all graphic design with an eye to how distortion, juxtapo-
sition, repetition, transformation, scale, and shape are manipulated for witty or
humorous ends. The material used as examples ranges from subtle to hilarious, from
lighthearted to acerbic.

Distortion

In this era of couch-potato home-entertainment systems, the great old traveling
carnivals, like the ones featured in the classic film noirs Nightmare Alley and Gun
Crazy, with freakish sideshows and other odd attractions, have all but disap-
peared. But for those who have a lust for bizarre amusements (as well as good clean
fun and games), there remain the county agricultural fairs. These annual celebra-
tions of beef and pork on the hoof are probably the last places in America where
one can experience real carnival midways and funhouses, and among the last
places to experience the wonderful related attractions. One of the classics is the
distortion mirror that stretches and expands a reflection as if it were saltwater
taffy. Of all the carnival attractions, the distortion mirror is the most inherently
funny, because in stretching and contorting the human form, we see ourselves at
our most absurd. No wonder distortion is one of the most common elements in
visual humor.

Chip Kidd’s book jacket for Slam does not offer the reader a vivid picture of this
novel about a convicted tax evader who land a job as a caretaker for the estate of a
rich old woman who left her fortune to twenty-three cats (and, given that premise,
what could?), but does evoke a sense of the bizarre. By anamorphically distorting
stock photographs, cropping, skewing, and printing them in loud colors, Kidd’s dis-
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This book jacket by Chip Kidd uses distortion and dislocation .

This poster illustrated by Mark Frederickson
overly exaggerates the anatomy.

Promo by Charles Spencer Anderson, based on
stretching and transposition.

embodied heads are reminiscent of the abstract
forms made by torn posters on bill postings. And
photos are not the only distorted elements of this
composition—the title lettering appears to be
enlarged well above its original setting, making the
typeface unrecognizable as any standard face, which
adds to the sense that this design represents many
disconnected threads.

If Kidd’s distortion produces an abstraction
intended to beguile, then Charles Spencer
Anderson’s comparatively slight distortion of the
waiter on the French Paper promotion is intended
to personalize an otherwise anonymous rendering
borrowed from a 1930s matchbook company sample
book. Rather than using it as it is, Anderson exag-
gerates, and thereby caricatures, the stock cut for
the purpose of using nostalgia a commentary.

Mark Frederickson’s rendering for The 25th
Bird Calling Contest is distortion with a vengeance.
His perfect airbrush painting of the birdcaller, with
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a Mick Jagger-like mouth opened to extremes that the human jawbone would not
tolerate, is the focal point of a piece that is made even more humorous by the idea
that this feathered man has just been born, having smashed through a bird’s egg.

Juxtaposition
All design, graphic or otherwise, is a process of juxtapositioning. A designer must
intuitively know where and how to place the operative elements to produce the
optimum result. This involves juxtaposing harmo-
nious or discordant images, objects, and letter-
forms, with no steadfast rules so long as the result
is effective. For a massive antinuclear rally held in
New York City in 1982, Roger Black designed a
simple placard, which said NO! in foot-high goth-
ic capitals sitting atop a photofsilk screen of a
freshly exploded atomic mushroom cloud. The
meaning of this juxtaposition is clear: no more
nuclear tests, and never a nuclear war. This is not
a funny image, per se; it is, however, at once a
good example of graphic shorthand, and how jux-
tapositioning works.

The placard is also a kind of rebus, which is a
visual puzzle consisting of pictures of objects, signs,
and letter, which, when read together, reveal a
sentence, phrase, or message. Much graphic humor
turns on the ability of the viewer to decipher, read,

and understand a graphic message like Black’s
“NO!” or Tom Bonauro’s somewhat more enig- izggigsé“li‘ﬁ BN O apogi bl st
matic “Scream,” for an art exhibition in which he

and other like-minded thinkers took part. In this

picture puzzle, Bonauro juxtaposed a ghosted photograph of a screaming man, a par-
odistic version of Munch’s The Scream without the screaming figure, and the word
SCREAM in condensed sans serif type. The game humorously tests the viewer's per-
ceptual ability to fill in the missing piece of the Munch icon. Bonauro extends the
boundary of the rebus even further in his brochure for P. Inks. L.A., a rather odd, yet
mnemonic, name for a color transfer service. Though the symbolism in ambiguous,
the juxtaposition of the logo dropped out of a stark black band next to an enlarged,
halftoned 1950s stock photograph printed in blue, with a smaller iconic cut of shak-
ing hands in the foreground, wittily implies that not only does this firm work effi-
ciently with its clients but that it has a sense of humor and therefore pride in what it
does. Are we reading too much into this? Perhaps, but such is the demand of Post-
Modern design humor.
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Richard Turtletaub jars the eye with tiny graphic icons.

meaning in Paul Scher’s design for the cover of Universal
Rhythm. Here illustrator David Wilcox painted over a
dozen stylized men’s and women’s shoes lined up in a row.
The shoes are charming by themselves as stationary [
objects. But as symbols in a row fading toward the horizon,
they vividly suggest the concept of universality—and when
the music begins and the toes start tapping, rhythm, too.

Political propaganda must not be too obscure, since the

Tom Bonauro's design juxtaposes disparate images just like a rebus.

Given the Post-Modern sensibility,
Richard Turtletaub’s poster for the AIGA’s
“Insides/Outsides” show borrows disparate
visual references, to create a somewhat sur-
real rebus, with symbols that suggest the
title (and focus) of this show concerned
with complete publication design. The
details of a naked Venus cleverly fits into a
quadrant of the fully clothed model (a 1940s
stock shot), rather obviously underscoring
the insides/outsides theme. A similar effect
is achieved by the cross-section of the nau-
tilus shell, the empty picture frame, and the
x-ray of a man’s head. Although other refer-
ences in the poster are more obscure, the
overall rebuslike effect is quite successful at
conveying the message.

On a more obvious footing, juxtaposition
works to enhance visual impact as well as

. } . ) ) Paula Scher’s chorus line of shoes is
goal is to communicate a message immediately and without ilustrated by David Wilcox.
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ambiguity. In the 1968 anti-Vietnam War poster, Tomi
Ungerer juxtaposed three elements in a no-frills, surrealis-
tic composition requiring little interpretation. The idea
that a Vietnamese is being forced to ingest Miss Liberty (a
symbol of American imperialism) is a powerful indictment
rendered in Ungerer’s satiric line.

Collage is one technical means of achieving interest-
ing juxtapositions, as Altman and Manley’s shopping bag
to Glendale Galleria, Ivan Chermayeft’s poster for “New
York and The Arts: A Cultural Affair,” and Helene
Silverman’s cover for Metropolis magazine exemplify. But
in each, juxtaposition is just one graphic tool among oth-

ers (including scale change, mixed media, historical refer-

Tomi Ungerer’s poster is a marriage of
three polemical symbols.

encing, and type play, each of which will be discussed in subsequent sections), bring-

ing the incongruous together as one striking image.

Discordant juxtapositions are key to this bag designed by Brent
Croxton and Melina Maniscalo for the Altman and Manley agency.
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The more, the mermier, in Ivan Chermayeff’s design. Anomalous relationships add drama to
Helene Silverman’s cover.

Repetition

Joseph Goebbels, the infamous Nazi Minister of Propaganda, asserted that if a lie is
told enough times, it become true—repetition generates credibility. While only the
most simplistic parallel is intended here, many visual artists believe that if something
is repeated enough times, it becomes interesting—even funny. Andy Warhol applied
this premise to his series of Campbell’s Soup Can painting, and took it to a painful-
ly boring extreme with his experimental films in which one scene (the Empire State
Building, for example) was repeated and maintained over and over for hours. Like
any aspect of art, repetition only works when the idea or object being repeated is
inherently interesting or funnyj; repetition for its own sake, as an end in itself, is a hit-
OI-miss proposition.

David Wilcox’s painting of mating rabbits for Paula Scher’s record album
design of Eric Gale’s Multiplication is a clever but obvious play off the title. Dean
Hanson’s decidedly witty use of repeating “greaser” hairdos in conjunction with the
headline “See The Great Qils At The Memphis Brooks Museum” is surprising as a
bank advertisement but effective nonetheless. But repetition at its most hilarious
is exemplified by the New York Newsday cover published on the day after former
Philippines First Lady Imelda Marcos was acquitted of fraud and theft charges.
Among Mrs. Marcos’s alleged crimes, she was accused of buying countless pairs of
shoes with squandered taxpayers’ money, and throughout her four-week trial,
Newsday had accompanied its courtroom coverage with daily photographs of her
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In Paula Scher’s album cover, the title is perfectly underscored by David Wilcox's loving bunnies.

SeeThe Great Oils At The

A funny headline and repeating coifs make Dean Hanson'’s ad sing. Robert Eisner's Newsday cover is witty and informative.

footwear, captioned as “the shoe of the day.” This device, amusing on its own
terms, became even better when Newsday delivered its punchline, having obvious-
ly planned for the day when Mrs. Marcos would walk away from court a free
woman. (And what did they have planned in the event of her conviction? “Go
Directly to Jail”?)
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Chuck Carlson relies on scale changes of fun images to achieve surprise.

Scale
Laurel and Hardy and Abbott and Costello are today remembered as much for their
emblematic physiques as for a few classic comedy routines. Even if who’s who is a
blur, the image of fat and thin, short and tall is branded in our memories. These
comedians were indeed funny for their slapstick antics, but their humor was defi-
nitely enhanced by their looks, with their relative scale changes as the keys. Scale
change has a greater effect on our consciousness than any of the other characteristics
in this chapter. Remember the film The Incredible Shrinking Man? It played off the
absurd notion that someone could be reduced to microscopic size in an otherwise
normal world, smartly depicting our fears of helplessness and dread of being symbol-
ically small in our own worlds. More recently, Honey, I Shrunk the Kids dealt even
more farcically with the same subject. Size change has symbolic impact that, as many
very short people know all too well, would take a psychologist to explain. So suffice
it to say that scale change is also an important design tool, one that if not always
funny, certainly contributes to memorability.

Nineteenth-century caricaturists began the convention of using big heads on lit-
tle bodies as a means of exaggerating facial features and rendering their subjects help-
less—like dolls—in their artistic space. Similarly, cartoonists often increase the size
of a subject in relation to nature (e.g., a mammoth body menacing the comparative-
ly tiny and hapless planet Earth) as a means of showing empowerment or a great
threat. Likewise the design of the 1989 AIGA Minnesota/Design Camp poster,
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designed by Chuck Carlson, comical-
ly uses scale to reinforce the absurdly
stylized images. The poster is a two-
pronged impression. When folded,
the front reveals a shoulder of
“camper” appearing on the left-hand
side, while above is a silhouette of a
humorously decapitated walker throw-
ing off a surreal shadow. When opened
to full size, the camper is silhouetted in
the foreground with a bunch of
nametags stuck to his or her shirt (a
witty notion), framed by various
smaller objects suggesting the out-
doors. The result is not sidesplitting
but suggests the good times that
Design Camp promises. In a similarly
scale-driven poster, Paula Scher’s
design for Coast to Coast relies on a
close crop (also somewhat decapitat-
ed) head of a giant woman towering
over “tiny” World War II planes flying
in formation across her body. The
anomalous scale relationship here sug-
gests many absurd possibilities.

Not as menacing, but just as odd,
Weiden and Kennedy’s ad for Nike’s
Air Jordan uses scale change to bring
home the message that “Michael
Jordan has overcome the acceleration
of gravity by the application of his
muscle power in the vertical plane,
thus producing a low altitude earth
orbit.” Indeed, he is seen flying over a
lilliputian Spike Lee and the scientist
who presumably made the physics-
laden statement, their mouths hung
open in disbelief. For added graphic
power, they are positioned on top of a
miniature photograph of an even
more lilliputian planet earth.

HANG TIME

The Cox Group’s Dali-esque skyline and Paula Scher’s towering
woman rely on making the commonplace monumental
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Harriet Baba and Rod Dyer made a matchbook motif gigantic, and it immediately became funny.

Two sunny-side up eggs filling the front and back of a Paula Scher record cover
design proves that even a mundane object can be a witty solution when enlarged
beyond expected proportions. Similarly, Rod Dyer and Harriet Baba’s cover for Close
Cowver Before Striking, a book of matchbook cover art, magnifies the basically tiny
matchbook ten times for an impressive display. Playing with two scale changes, Chip
Kidd’s extreme reduction of a disembodied head precariously floating in space under
a portion of a much larger Q on the cover of the Quarterly 14 makes the letter seem
much more menacing than a mere letter should be.

Anthony Russell uses scale as a humorous conceit on the birth announcement
for his son, Daniel, which reminds us that for reasons of cuteness and accessibility,

we are predisposed to anything lilliputian or miniature—babies, kittens, and so on.



Conveniently, Russell’s new baby was exactly
the size of a paper merchant’s remnant on which
the new father printed “Daniel Russell” in foot-
wide Pistilli Roman letters, underscored by an
arrow spanning the name and a caption, “actu-
al size.” To accentuate the joke, a miniature
photo of the newborn appears on the bottom of
the announcement. A baby is also the focal
point for a Metropolis cover designed by Helene
Silverman, for an issue devoted to designing for
children. Here a cute (though disembodied)
baby’s head is enlarged disproportionately to
the other elements of the page. As children
themselves have a way of doing, this baby puss

serves as a real attention grabber.

Chip Kidd's big Q and little head Common to these pieces is the technique
are cawse jor agafjw called silhouetting. Indeed, for a scale change to be

truly shocking or meaningful in two-dimensional space, it is not enough simply to en-

large or reduce a rectangular image, since the mind is prepared to perceive photographs

DANIEL RUSS

Burn by 251967
ot the New fork Hogpirs!
Véesht /lbs Hoas
tear. Tory gl Berjernn
are pleaved

Anthony Russell’s big name and little baby speak volumes.
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Helene Silverman’s big baby draws the eye
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as big or small; to be credible (or incredible as
the case may be), the scale change must
appear extraordinary, an impression best
accomplished by isolating the form from its
surrounding environment by silhouetting.

But not all scale changes are radical
enlargements or reductions. Mike Salis-
bury’s cover for West magazine has life-size
houseflies crawling over the masthead on an
otherwise empty page. In addition to the
surprise of seeing these pests on a magazine
cover, the intuitive given that the shape of
a magazine cover defines its own space
makes the flies, though not actually exag-
gerated one way or the other, appear bigger
than life.

Ladislav Sutnar used scale shifts to make this 1931 cover dramatic (and umeless).




OS5 ARG £7 TIMES

‘DON'T SWAT! WE'RE YOUR FRIENDS’

(Such are the dreams of the everyday housefly . . .)

Mike Salisbury used actual flies to give his 1969 cover that creepy feeling.
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Transformation

The alchemists of old were convinced they could transform lead into gold—a good

trick if you can do it—and so were authorized by their noble patrons to spare no

expense in the attempt. Given more earthly powers wed to stricter budgetary con-
straints, today’s graphic designers are usually asked to make sow’s ears into silk purses.
Actually, the alchemists had the easier task—while designers are often called upon to
do magic, the reality of how this is achieved is not as simple as having Merlin snap his
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Woody Pirtle transformed a broom into art.

fingers, and presto, a frog’s a prince!—the
process is a little more labor intensive.

We have already discussed distortion, jux-
taposition, repetition, and scale change as keys
leading to humorous design. But the magic
comes when the designer using these tools
achieves some kind of transformation by tak-
ing the ordinary and making the extraordinary.
Actually, like the most effective graphic wit,
the best ideas seem effortless—and to a certain
extent obvious.

Woody Pirtle transformed the most com-
monplace household tool, the ordinary broom,
into a thing of beauty and wit simply by paint-
ing a score of them with odd colors and shapes,
photographing them together, and publishing
the results as a long, narrow brochure. A poster
for Washington Illustration metamorphoses
the typical artist’s palette into the shape of

ILLUST

.

Burkey Belser transformed a palette into a map.

RATION — o

. SMART PhoneUsersGuide

Bart Crosby transformed a phone into everyman
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Washington, D.C. Bart Crosby put a shirt,
tie, suspenders, and horn-rims on a tele-
phone receiver and presto, the perfect cover
for the Goldman Sachs Funds Group’s Smart
Phone Users Guide. And Drew Hodges saw
that the otherwise blocky MTV logo could
be made into a pool table to make a not- so-

obvious but original concoction.

The analogy to magic is particularly apt I

these days. Comic transformation of inani-
. | The original MTV logo, by Manhattan Design.

mate objects into human forms and of

human forms into inanimate objects can be

attained by a few flips of the computer mouse, the accessibility of which has prompt-
ed many designers to play with interesting forms. But this kind of transformation is
not necessarily new. One of the earliest “public” uses of photomontage as transfor-
mation tool was achieved by John Heartfield with the little mascot for the Dada

journal Jedermann Sein Eigner Fussball (Everyman His Own Football), in which a

et o TR Pr 41

“jedermann sein
eigner Fussball”
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John Heartfield's 1919 collages on the cover of Everyman His Own Football.
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Henry Wolf's 1974 cover of Show transformed
the old Bards into new ones.

Paul Davis's SVA poster transforms junk into an artifact.
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Rick Biedel transformed a man into furniture/man.

Amevel! by Hfob— Proumn-

INNER T yBf

Marc Cohen uses TV dials to make a face.




football man tips his hat to the reader. Decades later, Henry Wolf made
a similarly witty manipulation on the cover of Show magazine for a story
on William Shakespeare. More recently, and without the benefit of the
computer, Rick Biedel transformed furniture into “figureheads” in his
sprightly campaign for Modernage, a retro furniture store. Employing a
three-dimensional collage approach, Paul Davis conjured up the meta-
morphic artist from an amalgam of found materials. And using two-
dimensional collage, James Hogan illustrated an advertising flyer for
San Francisco Focus with a figure made from bridges and assorted cul-
tural ephemera.

Among the most common forms of design transformation is making
faces from objects. Mark Cohen employed television dials to make a

Jamie Hogan uses bridges as britches.

face on the cover of Inner Tube, while Sullivan/Perkins blended drawing and televi-
sion elements together for a face on the call for entries for the Dallas Society of
Visual Communicators. And Linda Shankweiler transformed an abstract design into

a head for the musical Hair.

Whether used together or separately, these formal
design elements can result in amusing images. The next
section will show how these tools can contribute more

cerebral solutions.

HAIR

catltl fFOR

ENT RIES

Linda Shankweiler uses cut paper as hair. John Flaming uses shapes and objects to

make a poster.
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Puns and
the Language of

Visual Wit
&

Visual Puns
Not all graphic wit and design humor falls under the umbrella of the visual pun, but
an overwhelming majority of what is good in this book, even though it appears in
other chapters for formal or aesthetic reasons, can be called puns, because the visual
pun is an image with two or more concurrent meanings that when combined yield a
single message. The visual pun forces a viewer to perceive an idea on more than one
conceptual level. However, if there is no idea, there is no pun.

Not all puns are humorous in the strictest sense. In Visual Puns in Design, Eli
Kince states that puns have a “humorous effect” and an “analytical effect.” The pun
is humorous when a certain cleverness and surprise is created. “That mental jolt cre-
ates a humorous ‘spark,” which releases tension in the form of a smile or a laugh,” he
says. The pun is analytical when “symbols used in witty and apt ways are appreciat-
ed intellectually more than emotionally.” As in language, a pun may be a funny joke,
a stimulating intellectual synopsis, or, in certain cases, a real stinker. At the risk of
sounding repetitious, puns are best when effortless, not strained. The problem with a
bad visual pun is, of course, obvious: While a bad verbal pun dissipates in thin air, its
visual counterpart is more permanent. The range of puns here is qualitatively varied,
but the real stinkers have been eschewed.

Literal Puns

The literal pun conveys a message without ambiguity. While this implies the absence
of humor, such is not the case. These examples show the various media through
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99 Chestnut Street, Providence

Elizabeth Morrow Mackenzie substitutes the word
“beauty” for a bodice hugger.
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which literal puns are communi-
cated, including object, illustration,
photograph, and pictogram. The
first example of a three-dimensional
object also evidences that some
humor is exploitive, if not sexist—
this French curve by an anonymous
designer is a literal pun because the
idea of making a woman into one of
these curvilinear drafting templates
is a direct substitution of the origi-
nal meaning. This version shows a
curvaceous woman cut from the
same fluorescent plastic as real
French curves. In Milton Glaser’s
Olympic poster, he takes apart the
Olympic logo and the result is a




ring toss. Glaser

throws the rings
onto a Greek col-
umn, which with-
out an iota of
ambiguity con-
veys the context
of Greek games.
Willie Baronet’s
design for a reuni-

on announcement
is a three-tiered
A comic “French curve.” 1 essage:  First,
the word “reun-
ion” is constructed
out of classic yearbook pictures,
indicating that this is not just any
old congress, but an annual high

school event; moreover, this is not

just any reunion, either, but the Milon Glaser's Olympic ring toss pun.
tenth; and coincidentally, the i and o

are easily substituted by the num-
ber 10, thus punning on the event
and its cycle. Michael McGinn’s
logo for a department store security
agency combines two literal
images—a padlock and shopping
bag—into one economical mark,
while Chiat Day Mojo's NYNEX

advertisements use torn-paper

Willi Baronet's dual use for “10.”

puns in the shapes of objects to play
off the various Yellow Pages entries.
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