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“A few weeks before my high school graduation in
1968, | walked uninvited into the dingy Upper West
Side offices of the New York Free Press, a New York
underground paper. Portfolio in hand, | was looking
for a job as a cartoonist. Little did | know | would
find a career.

For two years before this, | had been drawing
cartoons vaguely in the manner of Jules Feiffer-
panel-less sequences that were morose explorations
of the human psyche, specifically my own adolescent
fixations with sex and death. Some people said that |
must not have had a very happy childhood, but all
agreed that my cartoons were worth publishing. So
as a sophomore in high school in 1966, | brought my
cartoons to the office of the late Dick Hess, then art
director of Evergreen Review, a slick leftwing
bimonthly devoted to sex, politics, and culture, which
reqularly featured drawings by Ed Sorel, Robert
Grossman, Paul Davis, and Seymour Chwast. | was
almost sixteen years old and dreamed about drawing
for this irreverant magazine (which, incidently, years
later, | would art direct in its twilight)."”

—Steven Heller, from Growing Up Underground
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I never wanted to be a plumber. Although I have a healthy
respect for good plumbers, the idea of performing a task where I fol-
low rote procedures is definitely not for me, and I am sure I would fail
at it anyway. So, by singling out plumbers I mean no disrespect.

Plumbing 1s akin to graphic design because, in a sense, a
graphic designer plumbs communications problems using a finite
number of tried and true solutions. The difference between the two
professions is that to be a proficient plumber demands years of appren-
ticeship, but to be a great graphic designer requires innate talent. This
certainly does not diminish the proficiency a designer garners over
time, nor minimize the talent of a plumber, but it introduces the dis-
tinction between service provider and commercial artist. [t implies that,
given talent, a graphic designer potentially contributes to culture—
which 1s not to say that the plumber does not benefit society. But,
although they intersect, society and culture are not the same thing.

Culture 1s the product of a society’s collective and individual
actions manifest in art, literature, music, sports, and politics. The plumber’s
job is to maintain society’s infrastructure. Graphic designers, serving as
both primary and supporting creators, help build cultural objects.

This book 1s a paean to their achievements, large and small,
good and bad. It is also a reflection of my varied, obsessive interests in
popular culture. Frankly, I cannot think of anything I would rather be
doing than working every day as an art director, except maybe writing
about the influence of visual culture. That is, unless a really easy
plumbing job came along. —Steven Heller
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“Thank god 1t’s over,” said Milton Glaser, responding to my

question, “How do you feel about the self-indulgent, designer-as-
artist-above-all-else era of graphic design that we just passed
through?” What else could he say? “I miss it already?” or “Too bad
sobriety has returned?” But despite the loaded question, the fact 1s,
during the past decade there has been a fervent desire among many
young designers to be considered independently hip. Exhibit one: the
many showcase design books with the words “hot,” “cool,” and
“killer” in the titles, mostly about type, typography, and Web sites, that
reinforce by reward the notion that novelty and slavish idiosyncrasy is
somehow a virtue.

What constitutes hot-cool-killer design? I would characterize
it as a clash of new technologies and old styles with novel conceits and
taddish fashions. Timely labels for these—Ilike Grunge, New Wave,
Techno, Post-Punk, New Minimalism, and even Neo-Modernism—
have added to the era’s edgy cachet. But perhaps “Me Too Design” 1s a
better catch phrase. For this was an era when popular acceptance (or at
least acknowledgment) of graphic design by the mass media (e.g., the
New York Times, Time, Newsweek, etc.) encouraged designers to
become relentlessly expressive. Many graphic designers, however,
found their means of expression in the same basic sources: supermarket
signage, twentieth-century Modern art, futuristic fantasies, computer
programming quirks, and even a little of that old-time corporate
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Modernism. The end product (or byproduct) was a pre-proto-neo-post
stew, tasty but hard to digest.

Nineties graphic design began to evolve in the early eighties,
when a rebellion against sterile corporate Modernism and slick opulent
professionalism erupted. Designers attacked the Swiss style that
ordered and clarified information and replaced it with type and image
that literally collided on a single page. Once sacrosanct rules of form
and function were expunged through the use of distressed or distorted
letterforms that resulted in dissonant compositions. So-called post-
Modern graphic designers from progressive design schools in Holland,
Switzerland, England, and the United States borrowed the language of
poststructuralism from highbrow French literary critics. This allowed
them to “talk about themselves, expose their own mechanics, and hold
a dialog or discourse about their own constructs,” explains Katherine
McCoy, the former co-chair of Cranbrook Academy of Art, once the
wellspring of graphic design’s deconstruction movement.

Deconstruction theorists at Cranbrook and elsewhere pro-
posed to transform graphic design from a mere commercial tool to a
rich cultural language. They believed that a participatory audience
interpreted information in an individual way. Therefore, everyday
messages were not to be taken at face value simply because they were
set in official typefaces and printed on fine papers. Deconstruction
questioned the authority and morality of all kinds of propaganda—a
worthwhile goal, although somewhat detached from design problems
for common businesses, like annual reports, ketchup labels, or mail
order catalogs.

Deconstruction would probably have remained behind the
academy’s walls if not for the almost simultaneous introduction of the
designers’ best friend, the Macintosh, in the mid-eighties, which caused
the most profound stylistic and attitudinal changes since the 1920s,
when European Modernists put forth the notion of design universality
and formal purity. In fact, digitization was the first major revolution in
graphic arts, particularly in how graphic design is produced and dis-
tributed if not conceived, since old man Guttenberg moved his earliest
type slugs around in fifteenth-century Mainz. Even the shift from hot
metal to cold type during the 1960s did not give individual graphic
designers the same opportunity to directly control the setting and print-
ing of content while dabbling with form. Faceless technology, para-
doxically, made personal expressionism possible for everyone.
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A tfew intrepid designers quickly experimented in the early
1990s, realizing that the opportunity for unfettered exploration would
disappear once marketing geniuses caught on to their discoveries. In
the print arena, Emigre magazine, the clarion of digital typography,
lead a charge that inspired the likes of Beach Culture, Ray Gun, Bikin,
Blur, Speak, and scores of other outlets of “new design,” where digital
type jockeys galloped over the status quo. Similarly, Fuse, founded by
Neville Brody and John Wozencroft, was a petri dish of type culture—
a digital “magazine” and an international conference that encouraged
conceptual type-play around such themes as politics, sexism, and
pornography. Fuse’s conceptual, digital alphabets expressed burning
social and cultural issues, rather than simply addressing the functional
demands of type—that is, easy reading. Type became difficult to deci-
pher and a metaphor for whatever issue required metaphors.

Emigre’s Rudy VanderLans and Zusana Licko created
unprecedented typefaces and layouts that pushed the limits of tradi-
tional design into that netherworld between art and functionality. They
intuitively understood the potential power of the new tools—and they
were not afraid to take risks that annoyed orthodox Modernists like
Massimo Vignelli, one of their more vocal critics. But their influence
was on other designers rather than on the mass market. Following
close on their heels, however, David Carson, art director of Ray Gun,
introduced typographic antics that evolved into the more widespread
code of 1990s youth culture. He exploited the computer’s mistakes to
make design that looked more like abstract canvas than readable pages.
Computer programming glitches provided an endless supply of graph-
1c tricks that challenged legibility. It was not entirely new—having
been done decades earlier under the banners of Dada, Merz, and
Surrealism—but when revived in the digital age, it became symbolic of
the new rebellion.

Rebellion against what, you might ask? Against the status quo,
naturally—and, of course, against everything that could never be done
prior to the computer. Digital freedom was Carson’s license to be “me,”
and for so many acolytes it was an invitation to be “me t00.”

Having so much power on the desktop ushered in a wave of
narcissism and self-indulgence. The idea that a designer was an arziste
first and a communicator second (or third) was quaint at the outset, but
offered diminished returns over the long term. Although individual
personality routinely plays a key role in visual communication, it must
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be the result, not the goal, of solving design problems. Confusion
ensues when the desire to express that singular “me” overpowers the
client’s message. When everyone 1s conducting experiments, no one is
really experimenting—everyone’s just following fashion. Design itself
should not be the sole message, although in the “me too” era it was
often mistaken as such.

Experimentation became a fashionable style. Carson’s work, as
idiosyncratic as it was, fostered “The End of Print Style.” In fact, the
desire to be “me” evolved, consciously or not, into the need for others
to be “like me too.” Cranbrook’s grads spawned a style of layered
typography, and even VanderLans’s efforts resulted in an “Emigre
Style.” It was unavoidably predictable.

Emigre was, however, the first to question its own role in this
vortex of style, and by the mid-1990s VanderLans had admitted that its
methods were being mimicked (perhaps even abused) by lemming-like
acolytes. He refined his work by shifting over to a more uncluttered
manner built around Emigre’s signature typefaces, proving that behind
all his experimentation was a skillful designer. Nonetheless, the con-
trolled chaos that had been unleashed was now tried, true, and stylish,
too. The herd of me-too-ers could be seen in design competitions and
showcase books. Anything with smashed, blurred, or contorted type
was a shoe-in.

In the 1990s, graphic design emerged as a look-at-me protfes-
sion. Neville Brody, David Carson, and others were celebrated in the
style sections of mainstream newspapers and magazines, and graphic
design earned a lofty cultural status. Yet with status came commodifi-
cation. Commercial entrepreneurs (and their art directors) appropriat-
ed the scourge-of-Western-civilization methods and mannerisms—
dumbed down, of course. “Me design” became an identity—a hook—
for products like soft drinks, jeans, and tampons aimed at tweens,
teens, and Gen X-, Y-, and Z-ers. Yet, as Glaser said, “It’s over,” and
graphic designers today seem to be in a reactive mode, less expression-
istic, more objective, somewhat detached (even bland corporate
Modernism and Helvetica type are making a comeback). The 1dea that
graphic design should be responsive to society’s needs also appears to be
on the rise. Perhaps this could be the dawning of the age of “You Too
Design”?
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When American type designer Frederic Goudy declared back
in the early 1900s that “those old guys stole some of our best ideas,” he
had no clue that many decades later this ironic phrase would be quot-
ed as one reason for the ambivalence among young designers toward
the serious study of graphic design history. But, the fact is, young
designers always prefer to find their own pathways, even if in the end
they return to inventions of the past. And I'm not talking about the dis-
tant past, either.

History 1s rarely esteemed by youth because it 1s construed as
something that occurred way-back-when (say, before the advent of
DVD:s), regardless of how few or how many years have actually passed.
Even the term, “that’s history,” implies uncool, passé, and boring. Only
with a modicum of maturity (say, by the mid- to late twenties) can one
really begin to appreciate the past (old movies, old books, and old
graphic design) as a cultural resource rather than burdensome tradition.
However, another theory suggests that reverence for the past usually
skips a generation. Invariably, a current generation rejects the previous
one while admiring the one immediately before it. Of course, in graph-
ic design terms, generations are measured not by long decades, but
rather by a few short years. Hence, I have observed that the current
generation of design students (of the late 1990s) has little interest 1n
(and indeed a modicum of derision for) David Carson’s early 1990s
“End of Print” style of cacophonous layering, but is fascinated by
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Neville Brody’s late 1980s dyptho-Modern post-Face style. I've also
found that this interest is manifest in a kind of hybridization of forms,
resulting in a growing number of student and young professional
works invoking or sampling Modernist simplicity with a contemporary
edge in layout and type selection, such as in Wallpaper magazine.

[t is axiomatic that when one dominant mannerism tran-
scends its usefulness, an alternative method emerges—which is why,
currently, designers are leaning toward more Modernlike elemen-
tary values, rejecting grunge typetfaces and Photoshop pyrotechnics
in favor of white space and grid-inspired formats, among other
attributes. The question becomes this: Are these values drawn from
philosophical traditions with deep-rooted histories, or are they just
knee-jerk reactions to shifting trends? Has the study and practice of
graphic design history played a significant or incidental role in our
evolutionary progression?

Over the past two decades, graphic design history has definitely
been more consequential in design education. There have been an
increased number of history courses and more books, articles, and con-
ferences attempting to integrate history into practice. In addition, more
original historical research has been encouraged, which uncovers
unknown facets of individual designers and new relationships between
design and the broader culture. Just a decade ago, few trade publishers
were willing to invest in historical and critical biographies, anthologies,
and analyses of graphic design culture, whereas today they are modest-
ly competing for this material and for the limited pool of accomplished
writer-researchers who engage 1in it, suggesting that design history has
an audience.

But what 1is the essence of this audience? I propose that over
the past decade, design history has gone in and out of being “cool” as a
stylistic resource and that the audience 1s less interested 1n the issues
raised by historical pursuit than the material artifacts it offers for wide-
spread sampling. In other words, rather than validating its own design
continuum, what might be termed “history chic” validates today’s fash-
1ons and fads.

In the late 1970s, however, I argued that “retro” design was a
means of introducing historical precedent to those designers who were
unschooled in formal design history. I also reasoned that with the
paucity of legitimate history courses at that time, history used as style
was like a trigger-point injection that stimulated further discovery.
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And I believe today that despite some stylistic monstrosities developed
under the retro banner, young designers were nonetheless introduced
to the Bauhaus, Constructivism, Futurism, and other Modern design
movements through work that was borrowed from these sources.
Copying historical forms was similar to those lessons learned from
redrawing great-master paintings. But, ultimately, history as style
offers diminishing returns, because style exists for ephemeral purposes
only. Using Bauhaus style today and Swiss International tomorrow
only serves to trivialize the value of history.

During the late 1980s and the early 1990s, hothouse institu-
tions, like Cranbrook Academy, used history as a linchpin in the devel-
opment of a theoretical approach to design. Students were introduced
to a variety of historical figures and movements in order to provide
context for their own revolutionary deconstructivism, which resulted
in a uniquely contemporary palette of design methods. Now, in a post-
deconstruction era, the reactions to these phenomena have forced cer-
tain designers to take refuge in another kind of retro that references
1950s’ late Modern methods as practiced by Paul Rand, Ladislav
Sutnar, and Alvin Lustig, among others.

| However, in a recent seminar where I talked with graduate
students about the intricacies of graphic design history, very few of
them had ever heard of Sutnar or Lustig. Rand was an exception
because at least one of his books was required reading during their
schooling. Although both Sutnar and Lustig are featured in Roger
Remington and Barbara Hodik’s Nine Pioneers in American Design,’
when asked about their references, a few of these students did recall
having seen reproductions of Sutnar’s and Lustig’s works but could not
put proper names to them. One student said that her particular project
was influenced by Sutnar’s graphical information design in his 1950
book, Catalog Design Progress, but at the time she was unaware of who
the designer was. “I saw a bunch of these pages reproduced some-
where, maybe in EYE,” she admitted. “And 1 liked the way they
looked, so I copied them for my own project.”

In the mid-1980s, during the AIGA’s first national conference
in Boston, author and critic Tom Wolfe referred to graphic designers
in a post-Modern sense as deriving inspiration from the “Big Closet” of
history. At that time he was commenting on retro pastiche, and implied
that many graphic designers (as well as architects) are prone to appro-
priate the past without understanding its context or larger ramifica-
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tions. His words had resonance for many, and after his talk it seemed
that the stock in serious design history went up a notch. Among the
pioneers, so to speak, Keith Goddard and Warren Lehrer lectured and
addressed conferences; Philip Meggs wrote the first edition of A History
of Graphic Design (now 1n 1ts third edition);? and other serious histori-
ans, including Roger Remington, Victor Margolin, Lorraine Wild,
Katherine McCoy, and myself, were beginning to publish articles on
history. Soon after, Ellen Lupton and J. Abbott Miller began working
on historical exhibitions and catalogs at the Herb Lubalin Center in
New York. History itself became a subject for critical analysis, as prac-
titioners discovered new perspectives—feminist, Marxist, connoisseur,
etc.—and delved into uncharted realms of design history, both pro- and
anti-cannon. Thus began serious historical pursuit, in the United States
at least, which momentarily put graphic design history on the front
burner—so I thought.

Presumably, the flurry of activity in the early 1990s begot a
well-functioning design history. discipline with various young historians
(from deep within and outside the field), numerous educative pro-
grams at art schools and colleges, and increased awareness (and inter-
est) among students and young professionals. Indeed, there are more
resources and references today than over a decade ago (including
Internet sites), but after this initial surge there has been a marked
tapering off of activity. And this curious decline in progress seems
related to the very real fact that history 1s an adjunct to design prac-
tice—an elective, not a prescriptive.

Despite interest by some (if not most) schools in having design
history courses, there are no courses devoted to training graphic design
history teachers in theory, criticism, or research. I recently was asked by
a prestigious institution to recommend a history teacher for a tenure
track position and could not think of one person with the necessary
qualifications (who was not already ensconced). To be frank, there are
no real incentives: No viable monetary reward awaits those who want
to dedicate themselves to research, writing, and teaching design histo-
ry; the book industry pays little in relation to the amount of work that
is involved in serious historical research; full-time teaching positions
are rare; and grant money is paltry yet requires considerable effort for
one to obtain it. In short, design historians must at best be part-timers
in order to survive. Hence, most schools rely on ad hoc courses. They
are lucky to have a strong teacher; otherwise such courses are history-
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lite: a potpourri of anecdote, canonical history, guest speakers, quirky
facts, and so on. Even with the best intentions, history is ultimately not
taken as seriously as studio, lab, or portfolio courses that produce quan-
tifiable professional results. So when students are exposed to historical
materials, these materials are often in the form of object lessons (i.c.,
copying historical styles), which invariably encourage decontextualiza-
tion and appropriation.

There is no immediate solution to this problem. Graphic
design history is just too low down in the priorities of undergraduate
and graduate educational institutions, especially as the parameters of
the profession are changing to include new media and multiple disci-
plines. But I do believe that graphic design history is too important to
be shunted off either to the realm of theoretical arcana or copycat port-
folio classes. While a mature history curriculum can integrate theory
and practice, for the most part design education has not succeeded in
doing this well enough to see qualitative results.

For history to be more than just a stylistic touchstone, students
should not be encouraged to make their own Bauhaus or Dada designs.
The technology has so radically changed since the original forms were
introduced that this mimicry serves no useful purpose, anyway.
Instead, students should be told stories (which is the essence of history)
that inspire and excite. Design 1s only one part surface. The other parts
are the stories and contexts that derive from the cultures that produced
the designs and the designers. Design history is ultimately a collection
of stories embodied in artifacts and individuals. Furthermore, graphic
design history 1s a process of unearthing lost objects and ideas for the
purpose of building a cultural and professional legacy. So for history to
be more than style, it must be about intense exploration and reflection.
And ultimately it must be an integral discipline that serves to bind all
aspects of design practice together.

'Remington, Roger, and Barbara Hodik. Nine Pioneers in American Graphic Design.
Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT University Press, 1989.

Meggs, Philip B. A History of Graphic Design. New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1998.
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Commercial culture relies on the theft of intellectual property

for its livelihood. Mass marketers steal 1deas from visionaries, alter
them slightly, if at all, then reissue them to the public as new products.
In the process, what was once insurgent becomes commodity, and what
was once the shock of the new becomes the shlock of the novel. The
avant-garde 1s usurped when eccentricity 1s reduced to acceptability.
In the 1920s, Earnest Elmo Calkins, a progressive American
advertising executive, argued that everyday packages and advertising
must mimic avant-garde European Modern art. Cubistic, Futuristic,
and Expressionistic veneers, he argued, would capture the consumer’s
attention better than a hundred clever slogans. In the post—World War
I era, renewal was touted and new-and-improved-ness was the com-
mercial mantra. But why waste time, Calkins reasoned, inventing
something when the most experimental artists and designers of the age
were already testing the tolerance of new i1deas on their own dime?
Calkins encouraged commercial artists to simply appropriate and
smooth out the edges of Modern art, add an ornament here and there
to make it palatable for the consumer class—voila! Instant allure and
immediate sales. He further proposed the doctrine of forced obsoles-
cence to keep the traffic in new products constantly tlowing. He right-
ly believed that frequent cosmetic changes to everything from a soap
box to a radio receiver cabinet would encourage consumers to discard
the old, purchase the new, and replenish the economy. Of course, this
required a food chain comprising true visionaries, skillful acolytes, and
capable mimics. The dichotomy between “fine” and commercial art
reached a crescendo at this time. Commercial artists are indeed 1n the

knock-off trade.
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Even when intrepid commercial artists attempted to push the
boundaries of visual communication, they had to be cognizant of what
industrial designer Raymond Loewy called MAYA (Most Advanced
Yet Acceptable). It fell, therefore, to fervent avant-gardists to create
truly unprecedented form, the kind that drives the public crazy because
it does not have points of reference from which to judge merit. After
all, when no one 1s telling us what to like, we reflexively dislike what 1s
radically new until we’re made "to feel comfortable. When avant-
gardisms become familiar, a kind of trickle-down occurs. What begins
with a subculture that emerges out of rebellion against an establish-
ment then follows a predictable trajectory from societal revulsion to
popular embrace.

Take the 1960s psychedelic movement. It was born in a small
community that shared a proclivity for sex, drugs, and anarchic behav-
ior—all threatening to mainstream America. Kindred visual artists,
musicians, and designers developed means of expression that helped
define the culture’s distinct characteristics. Psychedelic art and design
comprised a vocabulary, influenced by earlier graphic languages, that
overturned the rigid rules of clarity and legibility put forth by the once
avant-garde Moderns. Through its very raucousness and raunchiness,
it manifested the 1deals of the youth culture. For a brief time 1t was
decidedly a shock to the system. But as additional adherents were
quickly drawn to the music, art, and lifestyle, it turned into a code that
could easily be synthesized by marketers.

“Synthetic psychedelia” was manufactured when the visions of
the originators were co-opted by the profit motives of entrepreneurs.
And what began as a pact of mutual self-interest turned into acts of cul-
tural imperialism. Underground bands led the way in a commercial
whirlpool. They were given record contracts by labels owned by major
corporations that wanted significant market share. In turn, the record
labels advertised and packaged these bands using the very codes that
signaled “alternative” to the growing youth market. Psychedelic design
was this code. At first the look was fairly consistent with the original
vision and motivation of the avant-garde pioneers. Many album covers
of the period are today “classic” examples of true psychedelic design.
But within a very short period, as profits began to roll in, youth culture
trend-spotters expanded the range, thereby dulling the edge, of the psy-
chedelic style. Psychedelic was no longer an alternative language: It was
the confirmation of conformist behavior, a uniform of alienation. The
establishment still disapproved of the aesthetics, but it was difficult to be
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terrified of something that was becoming so integrated into the mass
marketplace. Drugs were still bad, but psychedelia was just decorative.
The avant-garde was mainstreamed and the result was a mediocre, self-
conscious rip-off—a hollow style that denoted an era remained.

During the ensuing decades, the emergence of other con-
frontational art and design movements—including Punk, Decon-
struction, Grunge—as well as schools and movements that sought to
unhinge dominant methods and mannerisms, were ultimately
absorbed into the mass culture. It has become axiomatic that fringe art,
if it presumes to have any influence, will gravitate to, or be pushed
toward, the center. All it takes are followers and followers of followers
to cut a clear path to the mainstream. Indeed, the mainstream embraces
almost anything edgy, because once the label i1s applied, the movement
i1s effectively no longer on the edge.

Punk, an emotionally taught expression of disaffected youth,
gave way to New Wave, or “sanitized punk.” It is hard today not to
find aspects of Punk fashion, music, and graphics in establishment
environs—even certain degrees of self-mutilation have earned accept-
ability. Likewise, the avant-garde graphic languages that caused such
an uproar in the 1990s among typographical purists (and plain old reac-
tionaries)—including the influence of Emigre, Ray Gun, and Fuse—
have entered the mainstream as specimens of official quirkiness. One
cannot open the children’s magazine Nickelodeon without seeing pages
of advertisements for national brand-name candies, games, and cloth-
ing that use Grunge and other distressed typefaces—the same types
that were once condemned as scourges of the Western world.

Very little emanating from the so-called underground does not
turn up in the mainstream. Even explicit pornography, once the bane
of proper society, is used by the advertising industry to great effect.
Despite the occasional blasts by religious groups, all manner of publicly
taboo sexuality appears in magazines and on billboards. Homo-
eroticism, the most closeted of all unacceptable behaviors has come out
with a vengeance as a stylistic manner. Likewise, popular tolerances
have increased to a level where shock in any realm is hard to come by.
In this environment, graphic design is the least shocking of all the com-
munications media. Less than a decade ago, hackles were raised by
typographic improprieties. Today this is one of the many fallen taboos.
As long as the marketplace hungers for newness, undergrounds and
subcultures will feed the insatiable hunger for cultural novelty,
whether they want to or not.
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Rudolph Giuliani spent the better part of his two mayoral

terms transforming Manhattan’s squalid peep show—video parlors into
permissible family-oriented video emporia. I personally felt that the
triple-X shop on my block blighted the neighborhood. And yet, since
there was nothing ambiguous about the neon words “NAKED GIRLS
LIVE” on the store’s marquee, I never mistook it for Blockbuster. But
now, according to new city council ordinances that proscribe a ratio of
nonsexual to sexual material throughout the store, if it wants to remain
in business, this instructive illuminated signage is all but eliminated. In
fact, a few months ago, believing that a new local establishment was a
“party” store as advertised in its front window, I entered with my
then—eleven-year-old son looking for favors, only to find a few goody-
bag items nestled among the leather “love-making” paraphernalia.
Apparently, other residents had the same problem, and recently the
shop was replaced by a pet store (although I intend to make extra cer-
tain that there 1s absolutely no ambiguity here).

Nonetheless, in his zeal to eradicate pornography (and boost
property values), Guiliani failed to realize that community standards
have significantly changed from when he was a federal prosecutor to
now. These days, one needn’t be a peep show parlor habitué to be util-
lated on demand. Thanks to the intense competition within the field of
men’s and women'’s fashion and lifestyle magazines, one merely has to
frequent the numerous news shops located in most Manhattan residen-
tial and commercial neighborhoods to get a good dose of salaciousness.
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Although many proprietors continue the venerable practice of veiling
Playboy, Penthouse, Hustler, and Big Boobs magazines in brown paper
wrappers, they do not conceal Maxim, GQ, Details, Stuff, Gear,
Cosmopolitan, Vibe, and countless other “mainstream” magazines that
routinely feature extremely sexy, thong-underwear-bikini-clad or
semi-nude female models on their covers. What was once sequestered
in the “adult” section or behind the counter of a smoke-shop or lun-
cheonette 1s currently displayed on brightly lit racks for all to see. And
on any given month there 1s an eyeful—especially during last winter,
when five magazines featured women with almost completely uncov-
ered breasts all during the same month and when, the next month, a
few magazines showed women 1n fetching, S and M leather ensembles.

Call me old-fashioned, but the porn-chic that is acceptable on
magazine covers today is kind of scandalous, particularly given my
own experience. Over three decades ago, when I was seventeen, I was
the first art director of Screw: The Sex Review and subsequently copub-
lished and designed the New York Review of Sex, both “underground”
tabloids. It was extremely difficult back then to get newsstand owners
to display a publication with even a telltale hint of sexual explicitness.
The dealers rightfully feared that the “morals squad,” the name given
to the NYPD’s vice cops, would swoop down, arrest them, and confis-
cate the contraband. It required a huge amount of monetary promises
and legal assurances to obtain a reasonable showing. And, believe me,
the covers of these things were not anywhere near as sensual (or seduc-
tive) as the average lifestyle magazine 1s today. Regardless, the cops
issued summonses and made arrests on charges that ranged from inde-
cent exposure to pandering to whatever other trumped-up statute
could be used to harass. It turned out, however, that the New York
State Supreme Court deemed such actions unconstitutional, and with-
in a short period three-quarter frontal nudity evolved to full frontal
nudity from the waist up—which eventually prompted Playboy,
Penthouse, and Hustler to become more fleshy, too.

European periodicals, including weekly “news” magazines
such as Der Stern and Paris Match, were traditionally more liberal in
terms of cover nudity, or of what one might call “incidental breasts,”
where the subjects in photos just incidentally happened to be nude.
This 1s always more tantalizing than self-consciously posed nudity,
anyway. In the late 1960s, Twen, a popular glossy German monthly
aimed at teenagers, featured beautiful nude nymphs romping on the
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covers of every issue. But in those days there were very few interna-
tional news shops in New York, so a store like Hotalings in Times
Square was the destination for avid aficionados. Today, every news
shop contains a large quantity of imported publications fighting for
both impulse and loyal consumers. It 1s, therefore, not surprising that
American magazine publishers feel the pressure to up the ante on sex-
ual allure 1f only to keep their native audiences.

The netherworld between soft- and hardcore porn is called
cheesecake. In the sixties even cheesecake was taboo, but today, news
shops are like Junior’s, the famous Brooklyn restaurant known for its
creamy confections. So for those who are satisfied with soft pleasures,
mainstream magazine covers have certainly become a form of stimula-
tion. What began with the libidinous annual Sporzs lllustrated swimsuit
issue has burgeoned into a publishing genre. For example, Maxim, the
slick and raunchy guide to manly pleasures, is among the hottest of a
new breed. While its covers push the limits of prurience through a reg-
ular diet of models wearing tight-fitting, nipple-punctuated lingerie
and leathers, 1t does not show full nudity either on the cover or inside.
It has thus set a new cheesecake standard that other magazines have
adopted. Photos featuring abundant cleavage, thigh, and buttock with
a hint of outlined nipple appear to be the common fare for magazines
like Gear and Details, although men’s magazines are not the only show-
cases. Both old and new women’s (and teenage girls’) magazines offer
a runway full of semi-dressed models in come-hither poses. And even
some of the shelter magazines, including an occasional issue of
Wallpaper, have their share of temptresses on their covers.

News shop dealers used to scream, “This is not a library!” at
those who loitered around browsing the covers and pages of maga-
zines. But today, they seem to welcome it. It has become something of
a ritual. News shops in New York do not have flashing signs announc-
ing GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS, or barkers herding lonely soldiers behind
beaded curtains to feast on fleshpots, but their shop windows are usu-
ally filled with the sexiest covers of the week. (I rarely see Time or
Newsweek in the windows). Once inside, there 1s little to distinguish
them from triple-X shops. Sexy covers are lined up in rows like a meat
market. But 1s it just me? Has anyone else noticed this phenomenon?
Maybe I'm a prude. Or maybe people just aren’t acknowledging it, lest
the mayor spend the rest of his term trying to transform news stores
into family-oriented video emporia, too.
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A Dugital leaflet from ilovebacon.com, issued after the 2000 election.
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During the dark days of the 2000 presidential election, the
limbo period following cast votes and dangling chads, the only bright
light was on the computer screen. Internet sites and e-mail queues were
flooded with GIFFS, TIFFS, STUFFITS, and JPEGS of digitally manipulat-
ed photographs and graphics poking fun at, indeed often skewering,
the presumptive president-elect for his real and exaggerated intellectu-
al, anatomical, and verbal deficits.

An energetic digital leafleting or spam campaign (the wide-
spread e-mail distribution of missives, usually advertisements, sent to
harvested e-lists of innocent recipients) goosed the body politic—well,
at least this body’s politic. Such digital communiqués continue the tra-
dition of satirical cartooning and protest-poster sniping that has been in
the forefront of visual polemics. Owing to the current widespread use
of digital cameras, Photoshop software, and Internet distribution, a
new era of visual hijinks was launched, with George W. Bush as its vir-
tual poster boy.

The election may be over, but for a large percentage of the tele-
vision media map’s “blue zone,” the states that went for Al Gore,
Dubya’s lack of a clear mandate 1s an 1ssue that continues to prompt
anti-Bush e-mail. These usually come in the form of forwarded attach-
ments, since people find copying existing messages that express their
personal feelings easier than creating original ones. The senders engage
in a sort of barter relay. “The more you send to others the more they
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send to you,” explains Nathan Felde, a graphic designer and sometime
e-sniper. “I presume that people resend the ones that they identify with
most closely, thereby acting as filters—Ilike kids trading baseball cards.”

There 1s not, however, a sinister international conspiracy at
work here—no dirty-tricks clearinghouse with a retinue of scheming
propagandists. Immediately after the Florida butterfly ballot contro-
versy, copies of the misleading form and a few homemade comic paro-
dies hit the e-waves. It was quick but not orchestrated. Actually, the
majority of today’s virtual leaflets are resolutely ad hoc, with most of
them produced by erstwhile amateurs and few professional graphic
designers. Given the availability of sophisticated software and the need
to maintain a level of unpretentious simplicity, the professional and
amateur approaches are usually indistinguishable. A specimen distrib-
uted a week before the inauguration, designed by Felde (and
unsigned), 1s a wordplay that removes the last two letters in each of the
stacked words “Bull Shit” resulting in the word “Bush.” It was created
on the spur of the moment with an untutored air about it. “I designed
it for my wife, who needed a sign to take to the inaugural protest that
succinctly expressed her feelings,” says Felde. And so finessed typogra-
phy was eschewed to maximize its ultimate impact.

Felde sent this e-flyer to thirty friends and acquaintances on
his personal e-mail list. Thus the chain began. In addition to receiving
Felde’s original mailing, I also received the same attachment from two
other sources, not on his list, each showing between thirty to fifty
names in the “send to” fields. Add to that the forty or so names that |
forwarded the attachment to on my “intimate friends” list, and the
result was a fairly sizable number, which my then—twelve-year-old son
estimated to be around 5,000 recipients. Consider that at least half of
those are likely to forward it to their respective e-lists, and, exponen-
tially, the potential distribution over the course of a month (the usual
time frame for saturation) is considerable. While some people get only
momentary chuckles from what pops up on their screens, others print
out and literally post the leaflet for offline display.

The anti-Bush e-mail barrage tapered off after the Supreme
Court decision, but the specimens created since Dubya was selected
president are bitingly ridiculing. David Vogler, a graphic designer and
chief creative officer of Mutation Labs, Inc., an Internet content cre-
ation company, recently distributed a short Quick Time movie that was

passed along to him by a fellow anti-Bush pal in Los Angeles. The
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twenty-second film, called “Geo Bush Picks a Running Mate,” captures
Duyba, then president of the Texas Rangers baseball franchise, sitting
in his stadium box aggressively picking his nasal cavity with forefinger
and pinky. The whereabouts of the original film is being kept a secret,
but the invasive camera is a great political tool. Furthermore, “This 1s
a nice demonstration of the power of iMovie and a Mac,” says Vogler.
“It’s desktop video ““sniping’ for the Web, and this sort of media is
wonderful guerilla communication.”

Of course, the “bushpic.mov,” as it 1s slugged, like many other
digital leaflets, is not in the same league as the artfully caustic graphic
commentaries of nineteenth- and twentieth-century master caricaturists
Honoré Daumier, George Grosz, or David Levine, but it does serve the
same purpose: to “out” political folly by ridiculing those in power—the
more venal the politician, the more biting the caricature. In Bush’s case,
venality at this stage of his presidency seems to be less of a hook than
1inanity, so anti-Dubya leaflets tend to be more like pranks than exposés.

Yet taken en masse, like any effective advertising campaign,
the cumulative effect of these digital leaflets in the public’s mind rein-
forces the perception of Bush’s natural shortcomings. The missives
highlight his ties to Poppy (a.k.a. George, Sr.) and his cronies (“I Will
Call Him Mini-Me”) and wed this concept to his difficulties with the
mother tongue (“Duh, um, huh, Mitha-Cheny . . .”) as well as to his
uncanny resemblance to a beloved simian (“Curious George”). Some of
the satires are sobering (“Bush Didn’t Win, America Lost” and the
Castaway parody that shows Tom Hanks writing on a stone, “Have
Been Here 1500 Days Heard Bush Stole Election—Have Decided to
Stay”). Others focus on past misdeeds, including drug and alcohol
abuse (“MasterRace”). Some are just silly (“Moe Bush”).

Digital leaflets are mostly anonymous—the attacks are hit and
run—so attempting to track down the originators is usually futle.
Nonetheless, repository sites for e-missives have sprung up, and one of
the most inclusive is ilovebacon.com, a daily, updated Web site for digi-
tal image postings, and some of the anti-Bush material 1s archived
there. Rob Glenn, founder of ilovebacon.com, is a graphic designer
who once worked for a political paper called The Washington Wit and
now devotes all his time to this site. He says that he has no great mis-
sion: “It’s just a place where you can find all the gooty crap that gets cir-
culated around the Internet via e-mail.” Glenn admits that during and
immediately after the election he saw an influx of anti-Bush postings,
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A Dagatal leaflet sent anonymously through email before the 2000 election.

but it was pretty equal on both sides. “I only posted about 10 percent of
the stuff I got. Most of it wasn’t all that funny, and personally I think
political humor 1s a bit too easy. Lately it’s mostly been Bush stuff, but
I’'m sure I'd be getting Gore stuff had he won.”

Glenn edits the submitted postings based on quality of wit and
other standards of acceptability. “We try to stay somewhere around a
PG-13 to R rating,” he says. Most of the postings are by people who
have digital cameras “and notice weird stuff,” but he allows that anony-
mous professional image-makers contribute too, like Moe Bush and
VP Curly at www.ilovebacon.com/jokes/012601.shtml and www.iloveba-
con.com/jokes/021601b.shtml. As for intellectual property rights, Glenn
reports, “I don’t ask for exclusive rights. Some of the stuff, like jokes,
are just retold and retold and are pretty much impossible to figure out
where they came from.”

[llegally wheat-pasting posters, however, remains the con-
frontational activity of choice for many veteran graphic protesters,
because 1n addition to getting a message onto the street, poster sniping
is an act of civil disobedience. Sniping on the Web is legal, safe, and free
of consequence. Yet Robbie Conal, known for his “Art Attacks” in
major American cities with his posters against Jesse Helms, Clarence
Thomas, and anti-abortion advocates, has recently engaged in digital
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leafleting to augment his campaigns. “I used to just be annoyed by e-
mail leaflets, until my eighteen-year-old intern from USC taught me
how to do them,” admits Conal. After he learned how to do Photoshop
“remixes” of conservative mainstream images and text, he says, “I got
excited. It’s like being a hip-hop DJ doing dance party versions of stan-
dard tunes. We made a few of Bush and John Ashcroft, and I started
e-mailing them around to annoy my friends and enemies around the
Internet. It works! Of course, the streets it ain’t! It’s still limited to peo-
ple who have the equipment and the inclination.”

Nonetheless, Internet technology has breathed new life into
the venerable art of alternative satire. Okay, digital leafleting may not
change the world, but it has opened a channel for Dubya opponents to
exercise their democratic right to be pissed.
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Paul Rand scribbled handwritten headlines on his 1940s covers
for Direction magazine because he was too frugal to buy type. Alex

Steinweiss scrawled curvilinear script on his record covers for CBS
because he lacked funds for typesetting. And Ben Shahn drew block
letters on his posters and book covers because there was no budget to
do otherwise. The results, while decidedly unique and wonderfully
expressive, prove that frugality is one of the mothers of invention—
particularly in graphic design, which for the first forty or fifty years of
this century was definitely a cheapskate profession.

Fees for design and layout were low, even by the standards of
the early 1900s. In the 1930s, book jackets, for example, paid between
$10 and $25. That fee included imagery (typically a painting or draw-
ing), hand-cut color separations, and typesetting. Advertisements and
show-cards went for between $5 and $10, depending on size. Layout
people earned between $5 and $15 per job in an economy where a
good meal cost $.25 and weekly rent averaged about $5 to $10.
Therefore, it was often incumbent upon graphic artists to create their
own lettering (which is why calligraphy was so common) and orna-
ment rather than share their meager fees with typesetters. And since
photostats were usually dear, designers often hand-rendered whatever
images they needed. For a freelancer to make a viable income, high
volume, production shortcuts, and being a jack-of-all-trades were not
just options; if one wanted to bring home bread, no less bacon, these
were necessary strategies.
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Economic conditions also determined who would become a
graphic artist. Typically, people from immigrant families chose design
as an alternative to lesser trades. Before World War 11, women played
a surprisingly prominent, though routinely anonymous, role in 1illus-
tration, lettering, retouching, and layout. In the 1928 Graphic Design
Yearbook (a precursor to The Black Book), roughly 35 percent of free-
lancers listed were women; many were hand-letterers working 1n
ambient styles. Since clients thought of these women as temporary
workers on the road to permanent careers in motherhood, women
were paid even less than men, and so represented an even better bar-
gain. (After World War II, the number of women in design dropped
significantly, for two reasons. First, the number of freelancers dropped
overall in direct proportion to the rise of in-house art departments and
independent design firms. And the postwar baby boom further cut the
“secondary” feminine workforce, leaving women designers in the
minority until the 1980s.)

Pre—World War II freelance designers—young and old, male
and female, from the United States and Europe—were not as savvy
about budgets as their counterparts are today. The 1930s ledgers of the
Swiss-born graphic designer Erik Nitsche show typical earnings.
Before immigrating to the United States in the 1950s and becoming the
celebrated design director of General Dynamics, he freelanced as an
illustrator and typographer in Germany and Switzerland. His thick,
ink-stained ledger chronicles a decade of working on hundreds of
cheap commissions, from magazine spot illustrations to large posters,
for fees ranging from the modern-day equivalent of $10 to $50. The
ledger protiles a tireless, underpaid designer who “did many jobs sim-
ply to eat,” Nitsche recalled shortly before his death in 1998. “Some of
the designs were definitely mediocre. Nonetheless, considering the
speed with which I made them, a few were infinitely better than even
my best, and highest-paid, work.”

Early in his career, Nitsche cut corners by using the fewest pos-
sible elements, making airy layouts with simple lines of sans serif type.
He later used the same methods on higher-budgeted record albums for
Decca Records and advertisements for Orbachs department store in
New York, eventually becoming one of the masters of the Modern
“less-is-more” idiom. His technique was directly influenced by paltry
fees. “Learning to cut corners when [ was poor gave me a real appreci-
ation for materials when I was better off,” he said.
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Like Nitsche, Paul Rand began with few resources beyond his
wit and talent. His covers for the independent, antifascist, arts-and-cul-
ture magazine Direction earned virtually nothing (although he did
exchange his design for a few Le Corbusier drawings that later
increased in value). Instead, he was given total creative freedom—only
one out of thirty covers was killed by the client—and developed a sig-
nature approach that relied exclusively on his own hand. He drew the
lettering in a distinctive, lightline script (he hated calligraphy), and
either sketched the images or made montages by sandwiching nega-
tives on a copy camera himself. Not counting the time a cover took to
produce, he spent only a few dollars on film and paper for each job; and
that bought him the rare opportunity to experiment in public.

In another public experiment, the first original cover art for
record albums was invented by Alex Steinweiss. Although his boss at
Columbia Records encouraged him to push the boundaries, the
money allotted to design each cover went directly into the printing
and production, leaving nothing for the art. Hence, Steinweiss painted
all his own cover images, made his own color separations on over-
lays, and rendered the type and lettering by hand. Some of the letter-
ing he designed to fit the theme or genre of a specific record was
painstakingly intricate. But like Rand he introduced a utlity curlicue
script called “the Steinweiss Scrawl,” which could be used as a tophead
or subhead for virtually any theme. Naturally, Columbia didn’t pay
for their distinctive house font; but later, in the 1950s, Steinweiss
licensed the Scrawl to Photolettering, Inc., and earned royalties on 1its
frequent sales.

Ben Shahn was a committed artist who took any opportunity
to make imagery, experimenting with paint, ink, and photography. He
also took any opportunity to express social and political messages in
such vehicles as posters against fascist atrocities in Eastern Europe and
WPA announcements for the Farm Administration’s good works at
home. Being a painter trained in lettering, he routinely cut corners by
doing everything himself—as much for economy as to satisfy his own
aesthetic. Shahn developed a lettering style with square block capitals
that made his work instantly recognizable: It was well suited to the
decidedly nonlucrative book covers he did in the 1950s (not even pres-
tigious trade books for reputable publishers paid well). But Shahn’s
total control of every facet of design and production resulted in dis-
tinctive, timeless work.
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Destitution 1s an obstacle for some, but in design 1t can also
provide the impetus for innovation. The members of Europe’s early
twentieth-century Modern design movements, for instance, were more
concerned with ideological expression than with budgets. The radical
designers of Dada, Futurism, and Constructivism took little recom-
pense, focusing instead on the freedom to serve their cultural-political
agendas. The rule-breaking, asymmetrical compositions that defined
the New Typography of the 1920s have been characterized as a rebel-
lion against antiquated bourgeois notions of acceptability, which is,
doubtless, true. However, the emblematic Modern method was deter-
mined as much by monetary and material constraints as by conviction.

In post—World War I Europe, hot metal typesetting was expen-
sive; in post-revolutionary Russia, paper and ink were extremely scarce;
the young activists had to find other ways to convey messages to a mass
public. So they used print shop “leftovers”—old printing cuts and dis-
carded, hellbox type slugs. The anarchic Dada aesthetic relied on being
able to use disparate fonts in single lines of type, or to make page orna-
ments from old, random typecase materials. Rather than making and
reproducing paintings or drawings, they made mechanical photomon-
tages of existing materials. Forms that signaled antibourgeois rebellion
also saved money. The radicals would probably have challenged con-
vention, even if standard printing had been available for free, but the
economic limitations certainly stimulated the transformation of the
ordinary printed page into a vessel for radical convention busting.

Similarly, the ascetic, less-is-more Modernist philosophy—
which evolved into the functional design of the Bauhaus and related
schools—originally expressed economy of means as well as thought.
But, ultimately, reductive Bauhaus-inspired design became the profit-
driven Corporate Modernism of the 1950s and early 1960s.
Multinational corporations prized the less-is-more aesthetic for its abil-
ity to project identity through a universal, if bland, graphic vocabulary.
Visual austerity, once an adaptive strategy for the financially chal-
lenged, became a popular international style, and design systems that
eliminated all but the most functional elements ironically cost thou-
sands to produce.

Thus, in the 1960s a backlash movement emerged. This time,
however, despite limited means, the radical idea was to fill the printed
page with as much minutia as possible—"“more for less”? “Hippie,”
“psychedelic,” and “underground” members of the 1960s countercul-
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ture published leftwing newspapers and broadsheet posters announc-
ing anti-Vietnam protests, civil rights demonstrations, and rock ’n’ roll
concerts that curiously echoed the aesthetics of the Dada onslaught fifty
years earlier. The new generation was not necessarily familiar with
Dada—in fact, the fundamental politics were different—ryet the eco-
nomic factors were similar. Neither had money. And the lack of funds
forced designers to decide what they’d pay for with cash, and what
they’d borrow, co-opt, or steal.

This was the age of the flea-market aesthetic, in which old
type and ornament from Victorian and Art Nouveau sources, vintage
wood engravings, and antique decoupage images, were pasted togeth-
er into vibrant, unified compositions. The work was designed to appear
as elaborate as possible at the least possible cost. For their psychedelic
posters, Victor Moscoso, Rick Griffin, and Wes Wilson drew intricate
ornamental lettering and made multiple acetate color separations
painstakingly by hand to circumvent stripping fees. Alternative tech-
niques, such as split fountain inking (blending two or more colors on a
single roller or screen to give the impression of many more), solariza-
tion (a darkroom technique giving the illusion of three dimensions),
and high-contrast palettes, added visual depth without cost.
Underground newspapers may have been less artful, but they con-
formed to the basic aesthetic by using collage, split fountain, and vibrat-
ing color combinations. Though their layout artists routinely used
transfer type, Typositor, or Address-O-Graph lettering, resident car-
toonists and illustrators more often drew the headlines to give under-
ground newspapers a homemade veneer. Handwork not only saved
money—it accentuated the era’s anarchic, anti-mass-commercial-cul-
ture graphic look.

But psychedelic “innocence” was short-lived. Within a few
years, the originators were co-opted by the marketplace, and the hippie
sensibility became a profitable fashion. Psychedelic lettering, the cheap,
if time-consuming, alternative to commercial typesetting, was repro-
duced as Photolettering Inc. fonts; hippie tropes showed up on TV
backdrops for Sonny and Cher; and the fashion industry discovered
“Cheap Chic.” In the end, as with the earlier Modernist aesthetic, 1t took
heaps of money to produce authentically cheap-looking hippie stuff.

The tides of fashion invariably ebb, and another wave of a
reaction was rising. In the early 1970s, Punk emerged as the next gen-
erational sensibility to be built on frugality. If the 1960s feeding frenzy
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taught any lessons, it was to avoid developing design styles that could
be swiftly co-opted: Clichéd psychedelic graphic motifs had been built
on vibrant colors and organic forms, epitomized by Peter Max’s highly
polished, saccharine supergraphics. The hippie style had been co-opt-
able because, once it had been stripped of its context, its aesthetics were
comfortable enough, and pretty enough, to be easily exploited.

This was not to be the case with Punk. Punk was dreary, crud-
dy, and untidy—in short, everything amateurish. Taking Dada a step
further: Punk was so contemptuous of conventional beauty that it rose
to haute-ugly. There was little temptation for mainstream trendsetters
to mine Punk for profit. Or was there? To the astute observer, the
primitive torn-and-tattered style, especially the ransom note typogra-
phy and anarchic collages on publications, record covers, and posters,
suggested a usable—indeed, a co-optable—style. Again, what began as
an inexpensive means to address an exclusive audience became short-
hand for youth culture. In fact, precisely because the visual materials
and design tools were so cheaply accessible to anyone with a pair of scis-
sors and a glue pot, Punk, so tied to sampling, became a prime target
for sampling itself.

Perhaps the most flagrant samplers were the Condé Nast fash-
ion magazines in the early 1980s under Alexander Liberman, a publi-
cation designer who believed that elegant design had become too
frou-frou. He spent millions making Vogue, Self, Mademoiselle, and
Travel and Leisure (among others) look cheap—or at least look as
though they’d been scraped together from the same materials used by
the Punks. The result, however, was disingenuous: Punk worked
because it was real, without artifice, as were Rand’s script and Shahn'’s
block letters and Moscoso’s vibrating colors. Liberman’s design was a
manufactured cheap—the apotheosis of cheap—on slick paper, with
expensive photography, and buckets of color, its art directed by highly
paid professionals.

Now, at the end of the century, design fees range from
unimaginably high to obscenely low—but the computer 1s a great
equalizer. It can give low-budget projects expensive veneers, and it can
make high-ticket jobs look cheap. Where designers once had to use wit
and craft to maximize low or nonexistent budgets, today the cost-cut-
ting methods are keystrokes away. Today Steinweiss could simply
make the Scrawl with Fontographer (then put it on the Web and earn
a bundle in six weeks); the Dadas could select from thousands of type-
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faces with ease (there is even a typeface called Dada); and Punks could
use Photoshop to collage any scrap material they might find, free, on
the Internet. Anyone can make the work look as slick as he or she
desires, and no one has the budget or time to craft anything by hand.

If cheap no longer serves as the mother of invention, what will
push the next style backlash? Maybe hand-drawn designs have had
their charming day, and that’s okay. Maybe the next generation will go
beyond reacting to surfaces and techniques, and begin to challenge
their elders—ourselves—through the meanings they create.
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Detail from comic book abour the Korean War using stereotypes of the evil enemy, 1952
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A dirty little secret about graphic design is that it promotes
hatred. In fact, the graphic language of loathing is every bit as perva-
sive, 1f not as universal, as the International Style. While the aesthetic
of enmity may not be rooted in any one particular typeface or compo-
sition, the rhetoric 1s fairly consistent. It includes verbal and visual
hyperbole, caricature and stereotype, and threat and agitation, all given
concrete graphic form by designers and illustrators. More disturbingly,
not only are derogatory messages the product of extremist and fringe
groups—the vast majority of hate propaganda is government sanc-
tioned and professionally produced.

“In the beginning we create the enemy,” writes Sam Keen in
Faces of the Enemy: Reflections of the Hostile Imagination (Harper and
Row, 1986), about the art and psychology of state coercion. “We think
others to death and then invent the battle-axe or ballistic missiles with
which to kill them.” Propaganda precedes technology as a means to
soften otherwise rational minds into malleable clay. Hot and cold wars
on a battlefield or in hearts and minds cannot be fought without the
collaboration of people of conscience. Therefore, the process of demon-
ic manufacture, wherein the object of abhorrence must be thoroughly
stripped of its human characteristics is essential in securing mass hos-
tility toward one group or another. “The war of icons, or the eroding of
the collective countenance of one’s rivals,” noted Marshall MclLLuhan in
Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man in 1964, “has long been
underway. Ink and photo are supplanting soldiery and tanks. The pen
daily becomes mightier than the sword.”
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Since the sixteenth century, when Martin Luther, the father of
propaganda, was portrayed as the devil in church-sanctioned caution-
ary prints, the archetypes of visual terror have progressed unabated.
Summoning the Prince of Darkness may now seem outdated, particu-
larly since devil worship 1s accepted as pop style, yet Satan, say his
adversaries, appears 1n numerous guises. Vilification is often accom-
plished in the twentieth century by references both banal and nefarious.
Through the visual lexicon of hate, artists and designers employ the
devil as the main text, or subtext, in allegories transforming individu-
als and groups into beasts, criminals, torturers, rapists, defilers, and
even death itself. The clichéd predictability of these unnerving symbols
1s what gives them sustained power. Even those who believe that
Lucifer is little more than superstitious mumbo-jumbo are somehow
conditioned to revile deadly sins and sinners, in part because they rep-
resent our repressed personal transgressions. As Walt Kelly’s Pogo once
said, “We have seen the enemy, and he is us.”

Fear triggers hatred and inflames ignorance, which the skilled
propagandist converts into manifestations of terror. Whether in picture or
word, the specter of unspeakable harm cannot help but wreak havoc on
the psyche. When wed to a particularly repellent depiction of a foe, it is
impossible for the susceptible to avoid being dragged into a state of antipa-
thy, much in the same way that well-crafted, villainous literary or film
characters evoke intense animosity. Repetition becomes the artist’s prima-
ry tool in this process. The more an image or epithet (or visual epithet) is
repeated, the more indelible it becomes. The big lie 1s synthetic truth.

Of course, real truth is necessary to bolster extreme exaggera-
tion. Wicked political leaders are expedient and justifiable prototypes,
and violent organizations beg to be exposed as such. But purveyors of
hate imagery routinely latch onto the lowest common denominator and
overgeneralize a particular people or nation on the basis of a single
characteristic or trait—as in all Jews are rapacious, all Palestinians are
terrorists, or all blacks are drug addicts. In U.S. propaganda of the
1950s, Joseph Stalin, a real scoundrel, represented all Soviets—not
merely the regime over which he lorded—Dbecause the United States
was engaged 1n a cold war against the entire Soviet system and, by
extension, its citizenry. Not surprisingly, in Soviet propaganda
Americans were, tit for tat, portrayed as corrupt, corpulent money-
grubbers, often given the composite features of “typical” capitalists. In
the litany of hate, everyone, irrespective of individual persona, is tarred
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with the same brush. When seen only as a mass of faceless types, the
enemy becomes even more terrifying. So in the design of hate, con-
demning the guilty demands slandering the innocent.

At the outset of World War II, U.S. propagandists, including
designers and illustrators from the advertising industry, were drafted into
the paper war against Axis Germany, Japan, and Italy to create and prop-
agate odious stereotypes that subverted tenets of peacetime civility. The
Office of War Information in Washington, DC, helped define the para-
meters of the depictions being fed to civilians at home and to soldiers over-
seas. The methods were similar, but the goals were different. Civilians had
to be constantly reminded of the ruthlessness of the enemy, while soldiers
had to be encouraged to kill them without remorse. This was only accom-
plished through relentless dehumanization—the ends justified abom-
inable graphic means. Yet the harshness of caricature was insidiously
different between German/Italian and Japanese representations.

While both approaches were justifiably harsh, the propaganda
aimed at white Europeans was less vicious than at yellow Asians, who
were depicted as having exaggerated, sinister, racially distinct features.
The Nazis and fascists were alternately illustrated as buffoonish (Hitler
and Mussolini as clowns) or menacing (saber-rattling warriors), but the
Japanese, whether presented as buffoon or menace, invariably
appeared more subhuman as presumably befitted their race. In fact, in
times of war, racist depictions are more endemic to the rhetoric of hate
than any other form—the more stomach-turning the better.

A postcard 1ssued in 1942 by the U.S. Forest Service caution-
ing campers against accidentally igniting forest fires was typical of how
the racist approach was introduced in all manner of public media. In
this textbook study of visual enmity, Smokey the Bear 1s replaced by the
quintessential Japanese demon: He was a buck-toothed, four-eyed (as
though thick-lens glasses somehow indicated inferiority), low-browed,
and pointy-eared soldier threateningly holding a lighted match. When
placed in a number of other cautionary scenarios, this archetype under-
scored the duplicity and savagery ascribed to the yellow race. The mar-
riage of the grotesque to the immoral in this portrayal was as powerful
as a planeload of bombs and left similar scars. The “Japs” could not be
made to look any more preternatural. But since war is hatred run
amuck, it gives license for pent-up atavistic animosities that surge like
a shot of adrenaline through the body politic. Extreme caricatures of
the Japanese plumbed the depths of fear.
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A poster from 1943 for the “Beast of the East,” a film about
America’s World War [ enemy—the Japs.

Designers and artists who perpetrated these stereotypes were
themselves caught up in mass hysteria, and their work reflected preju-
dices born of indoctrination. Some were opportunists while others
were patriots. Some worked to fight evil—some perpetuated it. When
Arthur Szyk, a Polish-born illustrator working in the United States,
produced various horrifying caricatures of Japanese Emperor Hirohito
and War Minister Tojo during World War II for mass-market maga-
zines like Colliers, he believed that he was justly attacking the principal
scourges of war through ridicule and derision for which racism was a
tool. When Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi minister of propaganda, ordered
his German Propaganda Studio to twist vulgar anti-Semitic stereotypes
into subhuman (Untermensch) depictions, his motive was to incite cal-
lous treatment and justify extermination.

A now infamous poster for the pseudo-documentary filim Der

Ewige Jude, (“The Eternal Jew”), directed by the Nazis’ “ant-Jewish
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A poster advertising “The Eternal Jew,” an anti-Semitic

Nazi propaganda film.

expert,” Dr. Eberhard Taubert, portrays a heinous caricature of a
generic Chasidic Jew in long coat and skullcap (the garments that for
centuries distinguished this devout sect from more assimilated Jews)
presented as an avaricious, cowardly tiend poised to devour the world.
When pitted against high German culture, the obvious message was
that the Jew was a detiler, and therefore the target of permissible mal-
ice. Hitler expounded, “The Jew has destroyed hundreds of cultures,
but built none of his own.” Goebbels’s propagandists derived certain
Jewish stereotypes from myths like The Golem, taken from Jewish
lore,! in the same way that many derogatory racial stereotypes were
inspired by venerable and indigenous tales and stories elsewhere. The
Jew was portrayed as barbarous and perverted in the most infamous of
all Nazi hate propaganda, an SS booklet titled The Subhuman, a man-
ual of hatred and loathing that viewed its victims as vermin.
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“Civilization 1s a constant struggle to hold back the forces of
barbarism,” writes Sam Keen, observing that “. . . the barbarian, the
giant running amok, the uncivilized enemy, symbolize power divorced
from intelligence.” So the graphic lexicon of hate abounds with
metaphor and allegory in which the barbarism of any opponent is made
concrete through images of vicious anthropomorphic beasts—polemi-
cal werewolves—the embodiméent of bloodthirsty wickedness. Never
mind that in wars each side resorts to barbarism to achieve its aims.
Never mind that the vocabulary of hate invariably uses barbarism to
“fight” barbarism. In the propaganda war, the victor is the nation that
claims God 1s on its side and that invents the most mnemonic and hor-
rific image of its enemy. During World War I, the U.S. arusts and
designers, under the watchful art direction of Charles Dana Gibson at
the Committee on Public Information, invented images (bolstered by
rumors of German savagery against civilians) that depicted German
troops as even more venal than those portrayed later in World War 11.
The “Hun,” an ape-like beast with blood-soaked canines clutching
young female hostages (implying that rape was an instrument of poli-
cy), was the veritable poster child of hate. This model existed untl the
1960s, when, ironically, superhero cartoons like the X-Men turned sim-
ilarly frightening creatures into sympathetic antiheroes.

War is not the sole rationale for institutional, graphic hatred.
In fact, there 1s no greater motivator than apprehension of “otherness,”
and no more effective imagery, once again, than ethnic and racial
stereotypes that exacerbate the suspicions of insecure people. Absurd
racial stereotypes have historically been (and still are) used as benign
commercial symbols in comics, advertisements, packages, and even
logos, but when similar caricatures are tweaked with just a hint of
menace—such as a lustful gaze or dramatic shadow—they switch from
benign comedy into vengetul attack. It takes very little effort on the
part of designers to open the Pandora’s box of offensive graphics. In
recent years, given oil crises and terrorist bombings, Arabs have been
caricatured in the United States in a manner recalling anti-Semitic car-
toons of earlier times. Such images have doubtless influenced a com-
mon view of these people as a whole. The single derogatory picture
often negates a thousand positive words.

“Hate-driven imagery cannot, by definition, be produced by
groups open to debate or transparency,” says Dan Walsh, director of the
Justice Project, which uses graphics to teach freedom and tolerance. Yet
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not all images designed to elicit hatred are lies or exaggerations.
Though always odious, in certain paradoxical instances hate messages
expose reality to elicit protest against evil. Depending on where one
stood along the 1deological divide in the late 1960s—for or against the
Vietnam War—the graphics that offered evidence of U.S. atrocities
against civilians provoked enmity toward American leaders (and some-
times even soldiers in the field). The famous news photograph by R.
Haeberle of the aftermath of the massacre of twenty-one women and
children in the remote hamlet of Mi Lai— vividly showing lifeless bod-
tes lying 1n a ditch after troops led by Lieutenant William Calley cut
them down—was produced as an antiwar poster with the headline, “Q:
And Babies. .. A: And Babies.” Because it so totally contradicted the
civilized image that Americans held of themselves, the poster became a
call to pity the victims and hate the perpetrators of the war. Similarly,
photographs coming from Vietnam and published in underground
periodicals, showing soldiers holding severed Viet Cong heads as tro-
phies, were intended to foster the same rage as did the pictorial evi-
dence of World War II atrocities. These visuals of demonic acts did not
have to be designed or manipulated in any way—supposedly the cam-
era did not lie. Yet designers had to intervene with the material so that
there would be no ambiguity in the message.

“Hate/rage/revolt imagery 1s often the most graphically
charged because there is no operational code of conduct in place
between the combatants—no taboos are recognized,” argues Dan
Walsh. Nor is there any mystery, allusion, or subtlety in this form of
address. The language of hate leaves no room for interpretation. It is
good or bad, black or white. It is never neutral. “Propaganda allows us
to exteriorize the battle,” writes Sam Keen, “project the struggle with-
in the psyche into the realm of politics.” The design of demonic repre-
sentations is a battle rooted in obsession, and perhaps more insidious

than what Marshall MclLLuhan had called “the old hot wars of indus-

trial hardware.”

'Goebbels maintained a huge library of books about Jewish mythology and required
that his propagandists study Jewish lore, which they twisted into the most vicious
stereotypes.
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Package for a Vs scale model Wehrmacht Tank Crewman.
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When I was a kid, girls had Barbie dolls and boys had super-
annuated Kens called G. I. Joe “action figures” with facial hair, World
War II uniforms, and weapons (additional battle ensembles sold sepa-
rately). Hasbro introduced the original G. I. Joe in 1964, and in 1966 he
1issued a World War Il German “Joe” in 1ts “Soldiers of the World” col-
lection. Guiluly, I preferred G. 1. Fritz, as I called him, for reasons that
[ will reveal later,

Fritz looked fairly benign—indeed, he resembled Joe in all but
his blonde hair and snappy black Panzer officer’s uniform (sans swasti-
ka)—but he was a Nazi and, therefore, was usually sold through model
collectors’ shops rather than in toy stores. I bought mine, however, in
an Upper East Side shop owned, ironically, by the son of a Holocaust
survivor. As far as | know, in the subsequent thirty-four years Hasbro
has not i1ssued another German soldier. In fact, untl recently, it was vir-
tually impossible to find any World War II action figures in everyday
toy emporia, long ago replaced by more au courant cyber-cop, sci-fi
hero, and movie tie-in figures. During the past couple of years, howev-
er, World War Il has made a comeback in the action figure market,
marked in particular by an increased number of German soldiers, some
representing elite SS military units.

Battling for its share of preteen consumers with Hasbro, 1s 21st
Century Toys in Alameda, California, creators of the Ultumate Soldier.
At stores like Kay Bee, Toys 'R’ Us, Target, and Kmart, the toy maker
sells two lines of World War II twelve-inch and 1:18-scale figures,
including Luftwaffe, Wehrmacht, and Panzer Corps troops and acces-
sories, some wearing small Nazi-era military markings. The first time
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[ saw these at the Toys 'R’ Us on Union Square in New York, I was
drawn to the detailed quality of the figures yet decidedly repulsed by
what they represented. By virtue of where they are sold, these toys are
aimed at youngsters who have no idea about the Holocaust but have
been conditioned to play with heroic action figures. Other than
German helmets that look similar to those worn by Darth Vader’s
storm troopers, nothing distinguishes the heroes from the villains. For
all the kids know, these are simply two opposing factions of equal
weight, and they are encouraged to “collect ’em all.”

Older collectors, so-called re-creationists (teens starting at
fourteen and adults) who build dioramas of documented wartime
scenes and are presumed to know good from bad, are the prime con-
sumers for an even newer type of authentically detailed twelve-inch
figure sold at card and model collector’s shops. Two years ago, Dragon,
a Hong Kong—based model company, started producing highly devel-
oped German soldier action figures precisely detailed down to the iron
cross, SS runes, and swastika worn on a wide array of jackets, helmets,
and belt buckles. The same emblematic details that give incredible allure
to this precisionist generation of figure nonetheless causes profound
emotional discomfort, at least in me, as it begs the question: Should the
Nazi army be commemorated in any way? Remember Bitburg?
Moreover, are we becoming so detached from the horrors of the Nazi era
that Wehrmacht and Waffen SS soldiers, decidedly the military instru-
ments of the Nazi regime, are now reduced to innocuous playthings?

Re-creationist action figure enthusiasts argue that their obses-
sion is not play. And I am told that the largest segment of action figure
collectors focus on World War II and possess in-depth knowledge of
battles and campaigns. The dioramas and vignettes they make are vis-
ible displays of what they’ve learned about a particular machine gun or
uniform, not paeans to Nazi military might, explains Ken Smolinsky,
proprietor of Goodstufftogo.com, an online collector’s site. “I may be
fooling myself,” he asserts, “but the collectors do not seem to be closet
neo-Nazis. Rather, they have an interest in German military history
that goes back to the Prussian Empire, when every unit had a different
kind of uniform. Likewise, the World War II German figures in uni-
forms are more interesting to collect than G. L.s.”

Okay, I understand that German action figures are props for
amateur historians, and Smolinsky says emphatically that “so far the
figures have only been military-oriented, and, when representing the
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SS, they have largely been the Waffen, or military side, of the SS.”
Nevertheless, the potential for trivializing Nazism is a very real con-
cern when its indelible symbols are reduced to accessories on doll
clothes. Some years ago a company called Cotswold in Washington
State (which produced replacement parts for G. I. Joes) issued the black
SS uniforms used by Hitler’s Nazi police (whose duties included the
maintenance of death camps) and were sold to a small segment of col-
lectors who design “custom figures.” While accuracy is the watchword
for collectors—and these uniforms were not sold in Toys 'R’ Us—even
Smolinsky, who insists that Cotswald’s products “never became a
national thing,” agrees that selling SS uniforms steps over the line.

What is this line? Politics and ideology are verboten, explains
Scott Crawford, spokesperson for Dragon Models. Dragon’s line of
World War II action figures is military in character, with emphasis on
the individual, generic soldier. And to underscore this, each box
includes a brief history of the unit or battle from which the soldier is
taken. The figures come in boxes that portray soldiers in what
Crawford calls “a neutral military context,” neither heroic nor barbar-
ic, most of them in color illustrations by a well-known military artist,
Ronald Volstad. “Our World War Il German figures are neither
designed nor intended to be a glorification of Nazism or the Third
Reich.” He adds that while Dragon’s collector fan base is “keen in the
military aspect of World War Il Germany-—its fighting men, its equip-
ment, its vehicles—the vast majority also consider the politics of
Nazism to be repugnant in the extreme. That is a view, incidentally,
which Dragon Models as a company also shares. Consequently, you
will never see an Adolf Hitler or Heinrich Himmler action figure from
Dragon—only real soldiers engaged in military operations.” Of course,
Dragon cannot control how the individual figures are portrayed or dis-
played, but Crawford persists, “Our military figures are intended to be
soldiers fighting honorably in the defense of their country, although not
necessarily always in defense of their country’s ideology.”

And I take these sentiments as truth, yet how can the swasti-
ka, the twentieth century’s most blatant symbol of evil, which appears
in various iterations on Dragon’s German uniforms, be presented in a
neutral or non-ideological way? Indeed, how are young collectors
informed that these accoutrements are icons of hate rather than badges
of glory? Crawford refers to a declaration printed on all packaging of
Dragon World War Il military action figures:
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This product represents a subject from a specific period
in history. It contains details, equipment, uniform
and/or vehicles that include insignia or marking that
some may find offensive. All insignia and emblems
are included to maintain complete historical accuracy.
The inclusion of these insignia and emblems/mark-
ings is no way an endorsement or approval of the
activities associated with the subject matter at any
time or manner.

But is the disclaimer enough? Shouldn’t it be more emphatic
that these soldiers fought Aonorably in the service of a regime void of
honor?

While Dragon has steered clear of making figures in the tra-
ditional pre~World War II black SS uniforms, the Gestapo, or the
“Brown Shirts” of the SA, not all model companies are this circum-
spect. Two makers of 1:16 resin models—Legends and Lore, and
Jaguar—sell statuettes of Adolf Hilter and Reinhard Heydrich, the
deputy chief of the SS and architect of the “final solution,” at model
and comic book shops. Admittedly, the resin models appeal to a very
different audience than action figures, what Smolinsky calls model
builders who are more interested in making “an art piece” and who,
according to the fine print on the Hitler model package, represent an
age range from fourteen years and older. Yet, given the benign poses of
the models, it appears that no value judgments are placed on these “art
pieces,” leaving their function up to the user.

World War 11 was a just war, and the defeat of the Nazis was
valorous. The soldiers who fought Nazi troops deserve to be com-
memorated in many ways—action figures are just one of them. But as
survivors of the Nazi crimes die and as new generations become more
detached from the truth of the Holocaust, there is a real peril that these
toys and models replete with Nazi emblems and insignia may neutral-
ize, or worse, distort reality. When I was a kid I preferred G. I. Fritz
because I didn’t even know what a Nazi was, and he was dressed so
much cooler than G. I. Joe. Kids don’t read William S. Shirer’s or
Stephen Ambrose’s histories of the Third Reich. They play with action
figures and make models because they are fun—the cooler they look,
the better—and Nazis had better uniforms.
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The “Move Our Money” bus designed by Stefan Sagmeister as part of a grass roots campaign to

reduce Pentagon expenditures.
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Known for such ice cream confections as Cherry Garcia and
Chunky Monkey, Ben Cohen, cofounder of Ben & Jerry’s Homemade,
Inc., of Burlington, Vermont, went into severe meltdown when he
heard thatin 1997 Congress was balancing the national budget by whit-
tling funds for social programs while increasing Pentagon appropria-
tions. “Congress had added $9 billion more onto the military budget
than the Pentagon had even requested,” he said incredulously. “And
they were going to slip 1t by in the middle of the night, at the very end
of the legislative session.” In retaliation he founded an activist group
called Business Leaders for Sensible Priorities (BLLSP), which has
become the spearhead of a concerted strategy to alert the public to the
budget imbalance as it lobbies Congress for a more equitable distribu-
tion of tax dollars.

The former hippie-turned-capitalist i1s no stranger to social
advocacy. After Ben & Jerry’s inception in 1978, Cohen began using his
company to promote social causes, from environmental protection mes-
sages printed on every recycled-paper package to the creation of the
Ben & Jerry’s Foundation,! which funds models of systemic change and
examples of creative problem solving, with emphasis on children and
families, disenfranchised groups, and the environment. At this stage of
Cohen’s business career, he sits on Ben & Jerry’s board of directors but
is no longer responsible for daily operations, which leaves him plenty of
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time to help carve 15 percent away from the military budget for reallo-
cation to social and educational programs.

“Mission” 1is actually a better word to describe the Sisyphean
task Cohen has given himself. It takes that kind of zeal to rouse the
support necessary to win the hearts and minds of America’s lawmakers
who refuse to sacrifice 15 percent of their sacred pork. Yet this 1s one
fight that Cohen has caretully reconnoitered 1n preparation for the ult-
mate victory. “Our analysis of the situation is that the problem i1s inside
the Beltway, and there’s no way that we’re going to change the way
Congress people vote until we're able to generate grass-roots support
and get this to be part of the national public debate,” Cohen says in a
mild-mannered cadence. “But at the moment, the issue hasn’t even
been on their radar screen. So we feel that before we can get Congress
to act, we need to get the public educated.”

The education process began when several executives funded
a full-page ad in the New York Times, which was signed by around thir-
ty business people (including the CEOs of Hasbro, Quad Graphics, Bell
[ndustries, and Stride-Rite), and has burgeoned into a long-term cam-
paign that consumed Cohen’s energy at least through the Y2K election.
“Since we realized that one advertisement wasn’t going to solve the
problem,” Cohen acknowledges, “we decided to make an effort over
the next few years, leading to the presidential election [in 2000], to gath-
er support for changing federal budget allocations.” The guiding prin-
ciple in founding BLSP is rooted in the proposition that business 1s an
incredibly powerful voice. “Business leaders are able to get the atten-
tion of the media, politicians, and the public,” says Cohen. “They are
viewed as quite credible. Yet in this area of speaking out in favor of
putting more money into social needs and taking it out of the military,
|CEOs]| are not the usual suspects.”

After the first Times ad, Cohen called a press conference to
announce further action. However, the offensive was launched 1nop-
portunely at the moment Monicagate broke, which thwarted BLSP’s
momentum. “Nobody showed up to the conference,” Cohen recalled.
So presuming that BLSP was not going to slip through the Washington
press corps’ then-current obsession, Cohen decided to launch a more
proactive campaign, which he calls “Move Our Money” and which is
distinguished from the three-piece-suit-type aspect of the main organi-
zation, as a “hipper, cooler consumer brand of the BLSP corporation.”
BLSP does the arm-twisting, “Move Our Money” the public outreach.
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The current Move Our Money campaign began on April 14,
2000, in Washington, D.C., to coincide with tax filing day with an agit-
prop bus tour that attacked “media markets” throughout the United
States, with stops in New England—particularly New Hampshire—
New York, Pennsylvama, and other Atlantic Coast states to hit that
year’s presidential caucuses and primaries. Dave Nelson, the BSLP bus
coordinator, reported that they moved west to lowa, Nebraska, Kansas,
and on to the Children’s Defense Fund Conference in Houston, Texas,
then making a California swing to Los Angeles, Oakland, and San
Francisco. The idea was to partner with local activist and community
events to garner local and national media coverage through various
carmival-like attractions, which employed large inflatable charts and
graphs, including one twenty-foot rubberized infant emblazoned with
the world’s infant mortality rates.

The Move Our Money bus was a retrofitted Greyhound, col-
orfully painted with charts and graphs explaining where tax dollars
are currently destined. A troupe of Move Our Money performers,
who traveled on the bus, combined entertainment with facts on the
issues. The bus was manned by three young activist/performers: CM
Hall of Oregon, Ivy Paisner of New York, and Eric Lee (as Uncle
Sam) of Des Moines, lowa. Other volunteers conducted what Cohen
calls “you slice the pie” activities, as an interactive means to educate
the citizenry about how the federal budget pie was sliced up, con-
trasting Pentagon appropriations with health care, education, and aid
to children’s programs (Head Start, for example). “At the end of this,
the [participants] are given the opportunity to slice up the budget pie
as they think it should be done.” The outcome of this was tabulated
and entered into a large database (and on the Move Our Money Web
site) for eventual presentation to congressional leaders. Over the
course of the year, Move Our Money intervened in whatever the pub-
lic debate was about—over a particular expenditure or weapons sys-
tem—"“to add 1n the idea that for this same amount of money that
we're talking about for this weapons system, we could renovate, say,
200,000 schools,” says Cohen.

While in Des Moines, lowa, when the bus was parked by the
river during a dress rehearsal, Nelson reports that the crew was visited
by the blues rocker Bonnie Raitt, who not only invited them to her own
concert that evening, but also plugged the tour from the stage in front
of a standing-room-only sellout crowd of over 2,700 lowans. “She
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endorsed our efforts and dedicated a song to us ‘and all the other
activists who walk the walk and not just talk the talk.”

The bus tour was financed by members of BLSP; by socially
conscious philanthropic foundations; and by sales from the Move Our
Money products, which included T-shirts, coffee mugs, and a credit-
card-sized slide chart of this data for easy reference (all designed by
Stefan Sagmeister). The T-shirtssand mugs serve as “opportunities for
the people who are wearing them to discuss the subject matter with
people they run into,” says Cohen.

Cohen met Sagmeister when both men lectured at the 1998
TED [Technology, Entertainment, Design] Conference. “I was
incredibly impressed with Stefan’s theories and philosophies of
design,” Cohen recalls, “so I sought him out because I wanted to get
to know him better, and also because I thought that there would be a
way for him to help us on this project.” Sagmeister, who is best
known for his in-your-face conceptual CD album covers for the likes
of David Byrne and the Rolling Stones, stylistically restrained himself
for this campaign. “Our scheme is very simple,” Sagmeister reports.
“The numbers involved in all this are so incredibly impressive (such
as 50 percent of all the money that Congress spends goes to the mili-
tary) that we decided to make graphs, pie charts, etc., into the logo for
Move Our Money.” The result 15 a grapHic format that serves the
information.

Cohen insists that little is going to happen in Washington until
there is some public demand, “So the first part of this campaign [was]
designed to stimulate that demand,” he says. “Then once we've gotten
it on the map as an issue, our efforts end up moving toward Congress.”
The four charts designed by Sagmeister address military spending
since 1990; the comparative number of jobs created in the military,
health care, and education sectors; global military spending; and “how
Congress spends $1 million of your income tax.” Cohen argues that
“the public has no conception of the idea that Iraq is spending $8 bil-
lion a year on their military, and we’re spending $270 billion, and that
this is totally out of proportion.”

Since Move Our Money was a fairly traditional crusade and
since BLSP’s CEOs must maintain their credibility, Cohen rejects
civil disobedience. Nevertheless, he tacitly supports a spinoff guer-
rilla poster—sniping campaign that uses Move Our Money as 1ts
inspiration.
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Air filled balloons with data and statistics showing where federal money is allocated,
designed by Stefan Sagmeister.
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During the 1998 election, large-scale posters, which were
funded, printed, and sniped anonymously and designed by Seymour
Chwast and DK Holland of the Pushpin Group, appeared in
Washington and New York. They show brightly colored, side-by-side
photos of President Clinton and former House speaker Newt
Gingrich, the faces of whom are defaced, gratfiti-style. Clinton with
devil horns and Gingrich with a,pig’s ears and snout appear under the
headline (set in blown-up typewriter type): “The Real Scandal:
Bimbos or Bombers,” with the subtitle under Gingrich that reads:
“Billions of our tax dollars wasted on military pork while 1 in 5 kids
live in poverty.” A companion poster showing the head of Clinton
next to one of a small child is headlined: “The Real Scandal:
Oversexed or Underfed”; and under the picture of the child, a sub-
head reads: “4,000,000 kids go hungry each day in the USA, the
world’s wealthiest country.” A smaller poster proposed that a part of
the bloated military budget be allocated to children’s causes. “Our
concept was to put issues in perspective,” says Chwast. “The press is
so obsessed with the president’s scandals that they ignore real issues.”
Cohen claims that he was not involved with this campaign but adds,
“We always expected that other groups, once they heard about this,
were going to take matters into their own hands, and I think they did
a rather nice job of 1t.”

In Washington the posters were removed immediately.
Likewise, in New York the posters lasted for only a short period, owing
to Mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s zealous poster police. Yet Cohen guaran-
tees that the Business Leaders for Sensible Priorities and the Move Our
Money campaign are not only going to stick around for a long time, but
will have the desired influence on Congress.

Of course, only time will tell whether Ben Cohen will suc-
ceed in selling this idea as well as he’s sold ice cream, but he promis-
es that the fight against inequitable budget appropriations will be his
hot 1ssue.

'The Ben & Jerry’s Foundation offers competitive grants to not-for-profit organiza-
tions throughout the United States, which facilitate progressive social change by
addressing the underlying conditions of societal or environmental problems. The
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Ben & Jerry’s Foundation was established in 1985 through a donation of stock in Ben
& Jerry’s Homemade, Inc. These funds are used as an endowment. In addition, Ben
& Jerry’s Homemade, Inc., makes quarterly donations at its board’s discretion of
approximately 7.5 percent of its pretax profits. The foundation receives a portion of
those funds. (An additional portion is earmarked for employee Community Action
Teams. The CATs distribute small grants to community groups within the state of
Vermont. Please write to the Community Action Teams, c¢/o Ben & Jerry’s
Homemade, Inc., 30 Community Drive, South Burlington, Vermont, 05403-6828,

call (802) 846-1500, or visit www.benjerry.com/foundation, for more information.)
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Cover of Eros magazine, 1962, designed by Herb Lubalin.
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Evidence that the petutioners deliberately represented the accused pub-
lications as erotically arousing and commercially exploited them as erot-
ica solely for the sake of prurient appeal amply supported the trial
court’s determination that the material was obscene under the standards
of the Roth case [Roth v. United States, 354 U.S. 476]. The mere fact of
profit from the sale of the publication is not considered; but in a close
case a showing of exploitation of interests in titillation by pornography
with respect to material lending itself to such exploitation through per-
vasive treatment or description of sexual matters supports a determina-
tion that the material is obscene.!

This 1966 opinion, delivered by Supreme Court Justice
William Brennan, in the matter of Ginzburg et al. v. United States ham-
mered the final nail in the coffin of Ralph Ginzburg’s Eros magazine.
It was the first time in American history that a publisher was sentenced
to and served a federal prison term for producing and distributing a
magazine that was judged to have abrogated the moral values and stan-
dards of society. Given today’s permissive climate, however, Eros was a
thousand times less salacious or risqué than Maxim or Cosmo. But in
1963, when prosecutors first charged that the federal obscenity statute,
18 U. S. C. § 1461, was violated “by mailing an expensive hard-cover
magazine dealing with sex ... ” and that it was “obscene in the context
of their production, sale, and attendant publicity,” the word “pregnant”
was forbidden on the airwaves, television moms and dads slept in sep-
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arate beds, and bras could be shown in print or TV ads only on head-
less dummies. As far as sex went, Americans were dummies, too. On
the surface, the nation was still unrepentantly puritanical, and in the
most elegant way, Eros dared to challenge society’s hypocritical mores.

Despite its indictment, Eros number 1 (1962) and the three sub-
sequent issues were surprisingly tame. It was neither a tawdry porn rag
nor a faux-artistic nudist periodjcal, both of which were routinely sold
under adult store counters in plain brown wrappers. In fact, this sub-
scription-only quarterly was one of the most tastefully designed maga-
zines produced in its day, perhaps ever—certainly on a par with Alexey
Brodovitch’s legendary Portfolio magazine. Art director Herb Lubalin
infused Eros” pages with exquisite typography, and sensual metaphoric
type-image compositions that were as enticing as the contents of the
magazine itself. No detail was too small, no nuance too unimportant,
and each layout was designed and paced for its aesthetic impact. If
there was indeed titillation, it was in the lushness of the production.

Playboy, which began in 1955, used partial nudity, particularly
women with ample, airbrushed breasts, to lure male readers into its
cosmopolitan lifestyle coverage and entertainment. Conversely, Eros
did not exploit or objectify women in this or any other way. There were
no Playmates, pinups, or gatefolds of any kind—no gratuitous nudity
whatsoever. In the four issues that were published, eroticism was
addressed as an integral fact of life. The magazine did not take the
name Eros, the “bastard” son of Aphrodite and the god of love, in vain.
The marriage of love and sex that was routinely ignored in publications
that pandered to voyeuristic male appetites was sanctified in Eros. “To
me they often combine,” explained Ginzburg in an interview.
“Speaking from personal experience, the erotic in my life has always
been richest, most fulfilling, when intertwined with love, with the
romantic. The investigation and portrayal of this summital combina-
tion is what Fros was all about.”

Eros explored the full spectrum of sexuality—trom passion to
humor, as art and culture, both past and present. Articles like “My
Quest for a French Tickler in Japan” by restaurant critic Mimi
Sheraton, “Patent for the Chasity Belt,” and “Q: How Do Porcupines
Do It? A: Carefully!,” were witty peeks at socially taboo themes.
Conversely, “The Plea for Polygamy” by Albert Ellis, “A Study of
Erotomania” by Dr. Theodor Reik, “Love in the Bible” by Rufus Mott,
and “The Sexual Side of Anti-Semitism” by Shepherd Raymond,
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examined how sex i1s endemic to all segments of mass culture. Excerpts
from such works as Madame Teillier’s Brothel by Guy de Maupassant
and Lysistrata by Aristophanes reprised the banned parts of classic
drama and literature. The feature, “We All Loved Jack” by Faye
Emerson, reported on the much whispered but never overtly discussed
sensual appeal of JFK. And the surprising “President Harding’s
Second Lady” by John Hejno, Jr., examined the role of Harding’s mis-
tress long before the “Starr Report” revealed the sexual quirks that
were unearthed during the Clinton/Lewinsky affair. Remember, the
details of Clinton’s peccadilloes were published for all to read and hear
in every major magazine and on TV throughout the world.

Instead of prurient photo spreads, Eros’s art and photography
portfolios explored eroticism through the historian’s and journalist’s
lens. Among them “The Brothel in Art” looked at two centuries of
how artists through to Picasso addressed the world’s oldest profes-
sion. “Me and the Male Prostitutes of Bombay” by Art Kane and
“The Mesdemoiselles de la Rue St. Denis” sensitively examined the
underbelly of sex as a business. Eros was the first national magazine
to publish a feature revealing intimacy between a black man and a
white woman. Ralph Hatterseley’s stunning portfolio, titled “Black
and White in Color,” caused more consternation because it busted
the biggest of all taboos—interracial love. Even the portfolio of pho-
tographs by Bert Stern of Marilyn Monroe naked, the last studio por-
traits of MM taken six weeks before her tragic death, was tastefully
presented (and remains one of the few documents that shows the nat-
ural beauty of this tormented “official” sex goddess). Although Stern’s
portfolio was declaimed as obscene, movie stars today pay dearly for
the same kind of exposure in national magazines, not to mention on
the screen.

Yet this was the early 1960s. America was reeling from
McCarthy’s anti-Communist witch-hunts and Congressional investiga-
tions into cultural transgression (even comic books and rock 'n’ roll
lyrics were investigated by elected officials). With the consequential
exception of Playboy and its clones, sexuality was still taboo, and the
gatekeepers of moral decency looked for any constitutional loopholes to
repress any challenge to its hegemony. “The Uptightniks felt that
something—anything! for god’s sake—had to be done to quash this
rampant sexuality,” says Ginzburg. “And I was an irresistible target.
Bobby Kennedy was persuaded by certain religious interests to attack
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me. Attempts to suppress magazines of Hugh Hefner and others had
failed. Their rights were upheld in the courts, but mine were not.”

The First Amendment guaranteed Ginzburg the right to pub-
lish Eros free from judicial restraint. Certainly when compared to
Playboy’s overt photography, there seemed to be little debate that Eros
would be safe from prosecution. But as Ginzburg notes, “The crime of
‘obscenity’ or ‘pornography’ is a crime without definition or victim. It
is very much like the crime of witchery in centuries past. It is a bag of
smoke used to conceal one’s own dislikes with regard to aspects of sex-
ual portrayal or behavior.” Whereas Playboy had earned considerable
popularity—and with it legal immunity—ZFEros had a rarified subscrip-
tion base, which left Ginzburg vulnerable. As he reports,

The very closest I can come to documentation for [why
Eros was targeted| is a book written by . . . either a
Supreme Court Justice’s clerk or a member of the
Justice Department and perhaps even by a U. S.
Attorney General whose name was something like
Nicholas deKatzenbach in which (on about two pages
of the book) he describes the meeting at which 1t was
decided to indict me. According to that account, Bobby
Kennedy feared that a feature in Eros depicting a pair
of nude dancers (no genitals showing) consisting of a
black man and white woman would undermine the
Kennedy Administration’s racial integration efforts.

This has always seemed bizarre to me but I'm
giving you facts as I recall having read them in that
book. My own personal belief is that Bobby (now,
ironically, known to have been an energetic whore-
monger—and I point this out not to put him down on
moral grounds but to underscore his religious and
legal hypocrisy) acted at the instigation of a New York
priest named Morton Hill, head of a local Catholic-
front antipornography outfit, and a man in Cincinnati
who headed a national antipornography unit of the
Church called something like Citizens for Decency 1n
Literature. [ believe his name was Keating and that he
was later imprisoned for major crime during the sav-
ings and loan association scandal.
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From a contemporary perspective it is difficult to comprehend
why Fros caused such a furor. The sex act was never shown, and nudi-
ty comprised, one might say, a disappointingly minor percentage of the
entire magazine. Today there 1s more explicitness on the covers of
newsstand magazines and on cable TV than ever appeared in Eros. But
the government felt the pressure to attack, and Ginzburg’s constitu-
tional protection was lost when he decided, wittily, to send out sub-
scription mailings from the towns of Blueballs and Intercourse,
Pennsylvania. This prompted the postal authorities to petition for
Federal prosecution on the grounds of pandering and solicitation
through the mails. Like Al Capone, who was found guilty of tax eva-
sion rather than racketeering, Ralph Ginzburg was sentenced to prison
for posting materials deemed to be obscene. He served nine months of
his yearlong sentence, and, he says, “I became a social outcast as a result
of my conviction and imprisonment—a U.S.-Supreme-Court-certified
felon, at that—and very few established businesses would deal with
me. Thus my publishing potential after release from prison was severe-
ly circumscribed. I have always felt that I might have become a major
force in American publishing had it not been for my conviction.
Instead, I'm just a curious footnote.”

The four issues of Eros may be only a footnote in the annals of
free speech, but in the history of graphic design, they speak volumes.
Eros, and later Ginzburg’s Avant Garde and Fact magazines, was the
proving ground for Herb Lubalin’s typographic experimentation,
which influenced magazine layouts and advertising for the next
decade. The design was helped by the fact that Eros did not take any
advertising and thus became a masterpiece of pacing and flow. Lubalin
was expert at modulating text pages in relation to pictorial matter—
this and his metaphoric typography were hallmarks. Although what
Lubalin spawned now has a period flavor, Eros 1s nonetheless graphi-
cally timeless, and after all that has passed—all that has been revealed
about sex—its content and presentation are surprisingly original.

'No. 42 Supreme Court of the United States 383 U.S. 463 (Argued December 7, 1965.
Decided March 21, 1966.)
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Ralph Steadman’s 1980 depiction of President Ronald Reagan on the cover of the British

New Statesman.
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JFEK was too handsome; Carter too nice; Bush, Sr., too bland;
Reagan too Teflon; and Clinton, well, too cute. But Richard M. Nixon
was a caricaturist’s ideal. A ski-slope nose, bulbous jowls, five o’clock

shadow, and a widow’s peak—these were cartoon exaggerations wait-
ing to erupt, and his misdeeds further added to the allure.

At this writing, early in the new administration, George W.
Bush’s caricature appears complete. The drooping lip, ample ears, and
smallish head, as well as a diminutive intellectual reputation, seem to
have crystallized among the nation’s editorial artists into a cross
between Ross Perot and Sad Sack—or perhaps into something more
primitive: “It’s hard for me not to hear the call of the chimp in these
features,” says Steven Brodner, whose political caricatures appear in
Esquire and the New Yorker. In the narrowness of the president’s eyes
(“one i1s slightly deformed the other turned in,” according to Brodner)
along with the large overhanging lip and ears, caricaturists have seen in
the forty-third president everything from a man-child to a chimpanzee.
And if Nixon is remembered as much for the caricatures drawn by
Herblock, Levine, and Sorel, as for his tenure as president, so too might
Mr. Bush be remembered for sketches by Peters, Deering, and Gorrel.
Such is the ability of caricature to make an already ubiquitous public
persona, the American president, into an indelible graphic icon. What
caricaturists hate to admit, however, is that the objects of their derision
have learned to embrace the lampoon.
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Philip Burke’s 1986 caricature of Presidents Reagan and Nixon.

Ever since the fifteenth century, when Leonardo da Vinca
sketched the warts of clerics and nobles, the “charged portrait,” as car-
icature is known, has been a vehicle for political and social criticism. In
the late nineteenth century, Thomas Nast’s acerbic depictions of New
York’s Boss Tweed in Harper’s Weekly established Tweed in the popu-
lar consciousness as a bloated, corrupt politician. Similarly, Frederick
Opper’s drawings helped turn public opinion against McKinley by por-
traying him as the leader of a buffoonish minstrel show.

What made these caricatures so effective? From a strictly tech-
nical standpoint, the success of a caricature derives from a mixture of
physical truth, a perceived inner essence, and an astute interpretation of

the historical moment—a tall order that is sausfied, for instance, when

a floppy-eared Bush (physical truth) is drawn as a child (perceived
inner essence) sitting on Dick Cheney’s knee (the historical moment).
Of course, some artists might explain it much more simply. “In
truth our presidents really look like what they are,” says Edward Sorel,
who has been creating scabrous caricatures since Kennedy. “Bush I and
IT and Gerald Ford really looked stupid, and Nixon and Clinton really
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looked like sleazeballs.” One of the most enduring caricatures in Sorel’s
repertoire portrayed Nixon as Richard IlII, capturing the venality of the
presidential reign. Similarly, for a cover of the National Lampoon, Robert
Grossman, whose caricatures appear in the New York Observer, made
Nixon into Pinocchio with a nose that extended onto a foldout gatefold.

Biting portraits like these have traditionally provided “a way
to vicariously and bloodlessly tear down or deface a public figure,” says
Bernard Reilly, former curator of prints and drawings at the Library of
Congress and currently director of research and access at the Chicago
Historical Society. “This function was fulfilled in earlier societies by
burning or hanging the king, the Pope or the tax-collector in eftigy.
Our own ancestors prior to the American Revolution resorted to tar-
ring and feathering the representatives of the Crown. Something from
these earlier practices survives in a more civilized form in caricature.”

No surprise then that artists like Ralph Steadman, the English
satirist, once believed that their distorted drawings could amount to a
graphic assassination. “I actually thought I was going to bring down
the culprits and surge forward with a whole new and a better world,”
he said of his barbed political portraits during the 1960s and 1970s,
“but, 1t wasn’t to be.”

That may be because, as the twentieth century wore on, politi-
cians and other targets of caricature became increasingly savvy to the
rhetorical benefits of self-deprecation—a tack that included embracing
caricatures of themselves. “In a way, they are a form of validation for
their subject,” said Reilly, “a sort of perverse Mount Rushmore.” Most
presidents (or at least their librarians) have become ardent collectors of
political cartoons about themselves, which is perhaps the greatest insult
to the caricaturist. Sorel reports that the White House wanted to buy
his 1992 New Yorker cover of the Clinton inauguration, but he had
already sold it. And Lyndon Johnson seemed to like seeing himself in
cartoons so much that he didn’t mind whether they were flattering or
not. “Judge Bork’s son bought what I thought was a devastating cari-
cature,” Sorel said of a caricature he made of the former Supreme
Court nominee. “But his check didn’t bounce.”

Still, for his part, Ralph Steadman refuses to sell his cartoons
to objects of enmity, and at times he feels disheartened about the raw
materials coming out of Washington these days. “Now, politicians are
boring,” he said. “But,” he added, “the one you have now may get me
going again.”
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Chris Ware hand letters his Acme Novelty comics with precision and wit.
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Culture snobs bifurcate art into high and low, creating polar

opposites within everything from literature to graphic design. High
design, for instance, i1s given classical or Modernist pedigrees, while
low 1s crass and populist, like the comics. Even within the hierarchies
of art schools and professional circles, designers are considered saints,
and comics artists are placed a notch above greeting card illustrators.
Although graphic novels have earned serious critical attention, thanks
in large part to Art Spiegelman’s Pulitzer Prize—winning Maus,
comics are still situated in the design culture’s pecking order as the
bastard offspring of a sordid ménage a trois between art, literature, and
design. In reality, comics are the first real multimedia, a co-mix of
these three disciplines and something more—comics are fonts of typo-
graphic innovation.

More than mere Wham!, Bang!, and Boom!, decorated and
metaphorical comic strip typography has been inspired by, and 1s the
inspiration for, myriad visual artifacts from billboards to tattoos. And
yet, comic lettering’s origins date back to illuminated manuscripts. In
fact, a comic strip is a kind of sequential manuscript in which word
and picture have equal weight. Comic lettering also has roots in
nineteenth-century sign painting, known for contoured letters with
colorful dramatic drop shadows, and in circus poster alphabets made
from ornamented Tuscans and Egyptians. Vintage twentieth-century
film title cards and movie foyer posters are also among comic lettering’s

MORE THAN WHAM! BANG! BOOM!: THE ART AND DESIGN OF COMICS LETTERING 69



forebears. Today, with such easy access to digital typefaces, comic
book—style hand lettering offers more than a historical grounding—it
is a dynamic alternative to rote typography.

The introductory frame of a comic strip, known as the splash
panel, is a marquee designed to dramatically announce the visual nar-
rative and 1s thus invested with more graphic bravado than, say, a com-
mon book title page. And while the elegant typographic nuances found
in book type composition are negligible, there is, nonetheless, a quirky
bookishness in comics lettering insofar as it establishes a visual tone for
the strip or comic book. Comic lettering, usually designed to echo
either the drawing style or thematic thrust of the strip, is perfectly com-
plementary and purposely composed. “Comic lettering 1s a unique
form of typography because it is incredibly specific and functional,”
says Peter Girardi, founder of the mulumedia design firm Funny
Garbage and a former graffiti artist whose approach to Web creation 1s
inspired by the art and design of comics. “I always loved when comic
lettering and titling became part of the story. I could tell who lettered a
comic in the same way I could tell who inked and penciled a comic.” In
fact, what to some may seem like generic lettering is for others filled
with the personality, character, and nuance endemic to all fine typog-
raphy, if not more so because it is so uniquely individual.

Comic lettering evokes mood. While splashy words illuminate
the stage on which a comic strip drama, comedy, or fantasy takes place,
speech balloon lettering underscores the narrative’s timbre and verbal
identity. “Like other traditional forms of typesetting,” Girardi contin-
ues, “comic lettering has a very specific task that couldn’t be accom-
plished by traditional typographic means. Look at word balloons. That
is an incredibly specific form of typography that has become part of the
comic book vocabulary. EC comics used the Leroy Lettering kit that
really influenced the feel and impact of the comics. Comic typography
is not secondary to the image in the way that most graphic design is.”

In the world of traditional strips, superhero comics have their
own style suited to the subject matter—Iloud, demonstrative, and
masculine. The same is true for war, horror, and sci-fi, while romance
comics use “feminine” letters with swashes and curlicues. Certain let-
tering styles are emblems for their themes, but since the advent of
Underground Comix in the late 1960s, there is even more to comic
lettering than obvious, metaphoric relationships. The lettering 1s
indeed art.
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Looking back to antique forms of typography, the San
Francisco Underground artists—including R. Crumb, Rick Gritffin,
and Victor Moscoso—were passionate about slab serif wood type and
curvilinear Art Nouveau motifs. These applications were not simply
copied verbatim but were manipulated and massaged into a comics
form. The late Rick Griffin was among the most innovative—and
visionary—of all the Underground letterers. In addition to designing
the original psychedelic curlicue swash logo for Rolling Stone (no
longer used), he developed hand-drawn typography that was more
beautifully eccentric than most of the recent crop of expressive digital
alphabets. His intricately inked, meandering words and phrases, virtu-
ally sewn into a complex mélange of in- and outline alphabetic forms,
are artworks as much as type-works. The typography for his opus, a
hybrid comic called Uropia, is a veritable commentary on the function
and abstraction of letterforms. In this episodic graphic book, some of
the comics are sequential images, while others are just gibberish (a kind
of highly advanced Greeking) that rises to the level of pure expression-
ism. Griffin was a master of what might be called the Rorschach school
of calligraphy, with page after page of letter drawings that have myste-
rious, multiple meanings.

There are no multiple interpretations of this kind to be found
in Gary Panter’s scratchy scrawls. But neither are they meant for pas-
sive viewing. Panter, known for his postapocalyptic Jfimbo comics,
builds on a rough-hewn drawing style comprised of ratty lines and
crooked masses. His alphabets—including Donkey and Phosphic
Acidsome, which have recently been digitized by Funny Garbage—
echo and complement his rough-hewn, figurative renderings. While
somewhat dopey in form, they are seriously effective on the printed
page. Panter also enjoys reprising the quirky classics of nineteenth-cen-
tury commercial culture. His Western-style Panterosa (a wink and nod
to the legendary Ponderosa ranch from the TV show Bonanza) 1s a pur-
posely flawed hand rendering of this exaggerated slab serif, which dur-
ing the 1960s was, incidentally, one of the mainstays of psychedelic
poster lettering.

The stylistic range of comics lettering is as diverse and person-
al as the comics artists are idiosyncratic. Art Spiegelman’s title lettering
for his first comic strip anthology, Breakdowns, is a craggy and shaky
block letter, vividly alluding to psychotic episodes. When juxtaposed
with the cover of a repeating pattern of Spiegelman self-portraits in
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which he is depicted sitting at his drawing board slugging down a bot-
tle of India ink, the typography has even more gravity as a signpost.
Similarly, Spiegelman’s earliest lettering for Maus, a scrawl of blood, 1s
“Lettering Parlant” that speaks volumes about the strip. Such a violent
design may have been an obvious choice—like type with icicles on an
ice machine—to introduce a visual narratve about the Holocaust, but
it functions perfectly in context. And it was but one stage during a
long evolution of lettering before he settled on the most emblematic
style for this opus, which was slightly less overt but just as expressive.
A student of comics, Spiegelman builds a lettering vocabulary on icons
of the past. His logo for the mid-1980s and early 1990s comic magazine
RAW continually changed, because it was drawn by different artists
and because it was intended to reflect the multidimensional comics
within the magazine.

Some sage—or maybe it was a curmudgeon—once said that
comics artists who cannot letter should not draw comics. Lettering i1s
endemic to the art form, and the lettering-challenged have no business
in the business. The comics of Ward Sutton, a poster artist and car-
toonist, exemplify total integration of picture and letter. His references
include everything from album covers to book covers to old comic
books, packaging, and posters. “I often look at these examples and cre-
ate my own hand-drawn version of the type or a composite of different
type styles combined into one,” he explains. “And, of course, I also just
make up type styles as well.” Sutton says that comics lettering 1s won-
derfully organic. “In this computer age where fonts seem to come a
dime a dozen, hand-lettering is what stands out to me. Of course fonts
can now be altered to make them look unique within a design, but |
can tell when things are hand-lettered.”

Not all comics lettering is sinuous or freehand. Richard
McGuire’s is precisionist and architectonic, although it 1s unmistakably
lettered by hand. An admirer of advertising display types from the
1920s and 1930s Deco, electrical circuitry, hand-painted signs, and cut
paper, McGuire once used a variety of draftsman’s tools to achieve geo-
metric effects, but now the computer aids in his quest for the perfectly
proportioned, quirky letterform as he shifts from angular to globular,
depending on the mood and meaning. Chris Ware’s extraordinary
typographic homage to turn-of-the-century novelty and mail order cat-
alogs also falls into the realm of tightly rendered verisimilitude. Ware’s
Acme Novelty lettering could fill a veritable catalog of boisterous dis-
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Peter Blegvad’s lettering for his comic strip Leviathan is elegant and classical.

play, or show-card, writing. He lovingly recreates a world of now from
the visual lexicon of the past through letters that complement his sub-
lime drawing style.

No absolute paradigm of comics lettering exists. Simply com-
pare the typography of comics artists and illustrators Jonathon Rosen,
Steven Guarnaccia, and Peter Blegvad to see that lettering is a finger-
print. Rosen’s type is like automatic writing; Guarnaccia’s is more styl-
ized in a 1930s Deco-like script manner, but no less fluid; Blegvad
draws upon Diirer’s Of the Just Shaping of Letters and other sources: “1
love the look of crude hand-lettering as exemplified in the photographs
Ben Shahn took of storefront signs,” he says, “or in the work of Isidore
Isou (founder of the Letterist movement), or of the Rev. Howard |
Finster, etc. In an era of expedient digital conformity like ours, hand-
lettering—expressive and charged with idiosyncratic character—has
become an endangered species.”

Endangered? Not as long as comics artists continue to use pen
and ink or brush and paint—or as long as expression and emotion are
valued over Modernist objectivity. Last time I looked, the hand was not
yet a vestigial appendage. And yet there are scores of “original” comics
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typefaces available as fonts on the Web, and even the originators of
alphabets have digitized their work for mass consumption. Why spend
all the time lettering by hand, goes the logic, when they can get the
same result with an existing typeface that someone else has drawn?
And this is nothing new. In 1936 Howard Trafton designed the brush-
letter Cartoon, long accepted as the quintessential comics typeface. As
hand lettering makes a comeback to offset digital perfection, comics-
derived faces will become increasingly available to anyone looking for
a quirky character. But the quirkiness will never come straight from
the box; it’s got to come from the hand.
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Der Stiirmer, the Nazi's most vicious anti-Semitic periodical, even made some Nazis squirm.
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Having long studied the propaganda of the Nazi era, I was well
aware of Der Stiirmer (The Stormer), the rabid, anti-Semitic weekly
newspaper edited by the infamous “Jew-baiter” and Nuremberg war
criminal, Julius Streicher. Yet nothing could prepare me for the sur-
prise—and indescribable sense of defilement—that I experienced when
I held a copy in my own hands. This was not triggered by simply look-
ing at Der Stiirmer—if one does not understand German, it looks like
one of the conventional newspapers of the day. But when my translator
read each terse story (and the same themes were often repeated numer-
ous times throughout a single issue) about the crimes of Jews, including
ritual murder and savage rape, I could feel the black, spiky Der Stiirmer
masthead dripping like blood onto the front page. Its incendiary motto,
“The Jew Is Our Misery,” printed ar the bottom of the cover in red ink
and repeated on at least eight of its sixteen pages, left no doubt that I was
holding depravity incarnate. It is impossible for one who has never
turned the pages of Der Stiirmer to viscerally experience the magnitude
of its evil, just as during World War II it was difficult to accept the hor-
rors of the Holocaust, until the vivid evidence was made public.

Der Stiirmes, a semiofficial organ of the Nazis, lasted for
twenty-three years until the final weeks of the Third Reich, its sole
purpose to slander the German Jewish population, who, it argued,
debased German morals. Its message was conveyed through gross
pornographic tracts and hideous caricature. At its height it printed
over 2 million copies per week and was posted in public display cases in
every German town and city. Yet it fell victim to its own success; its cir-
culation began to plummet around 1940, when Jews were eliminated
from every walk of German life and none of Der Stirmer’s enemies
were left to be slandered.
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The last page from Seymour Chwast’s The South, a testament to the American civil rights

movement.
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Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated 1n 1968. Yet as tragic

and senseless as this act of violence was, it was just another in a long
legacy of racial injustice. The civil rights movement in the United
States, which began with the abolitionists in the mid-nineteenth centu-
ry, and reached catharsis with the March on Washington in the mid-
1960s, was met with forceful resistance matched only by those willing
to die for freedom. In the Deep South—Alabama and Mississippi—
civil rights workers who fought to end well over a century of institu-
tionalized racism were brutalized or killed. When in 1964 three young
civil rights workers, Andrew Goodman and Michael H. Schwerner,
both white middle-class New Yorkers, and James Earl Chaney, a
Southern black man, were murdered in Philadelphia, Mississippt, by
Ku Klux Klan members (including sheriff’s deputies), each brutally
beaten, shot, and mutilated, Americans began to take notice. Martyrs
make a revolution, and the civil rights movement had plenty of them.

In 1969 Seymour Chwast paid homage to these martyrs in
issue no. 54 of the Push Pin Graphic, the monthly promotional publica-
tion of New York’s Push Pin Studios. The Graphic printed only three
to five thousand copies, but it was highly influential in its unique
approach to visual form and content among graphic and advertising
designers. Push Pin Studios was the wellspring of visual eclecticism
during a period when cold Swiss Modernism was the reigning style.
The Graphic not only showcased Push Pin’s overarching sensibility and
its individual members’ talents—it covered a wide range of issues and
themes, some of them controversial.

Chwast has always been politically aware. During the 1960s he
demonstrated against the Vietnam War, stood on peace vigils, and pro-
duced posters and flyers for social causes. When it was his turn to

develop the decade-ending issue of the Graphic, he looked back: "I
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remember segregation,” he explains. “I remember being on a picket
line in front of Woolworth’s [the chain of stores that refused to serve
blacks at its soda fountains, even in the “integrated” North].” He was
angry. “There had been a succession of killings that we all knew about.
Especially the three civil rights workers, it affected us all. It was in the
news for a long time because they couldn’t find the bodies.” He was
also moved. “The March on Washington was a very important,
enlightening event for the nation, and for me personally.”

“The South” issue of the Push Pin Graphic was a response to his
feelings toward civil rights. Although the North could, in fact, be just
as segregated, violence emanated from the South. Moreover, it was
where the trappings of slavery and laws of intolerance were main-
tained. Chwast conceived of the Push Pin Graphic as a catalog of benign
Southern stereotypes countered by grim social realities. He believed
that this was a war to expunge intolerable Southern values. Each right-

A page from The South.
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hand page featured a large color image of Southern “virtue” with an
inset picture of Southern injustice, the photographs of civil rights mar-
tyrs. On the versc side were lyrics from traditional Southern songs
(such as “Rose of Alabama”) offset by a short biography of the slain
individual. As the coup de grace, a small hole was shot through the
Graphic. The photographs were positioned so that the hole (which
forms the “0” in South) pierced the heads of each victim—the penulti-
mate picture shows Martin Luther King with a hole through his eye.
But there is a twist on the final spread. The large image 1s of the March
on Washington with the inset picture of a Southern Belle. On the verso
side, the hole shoots through the lyrics of “Dixie,” the Confederate
anthem—marking the symbolic death of the old South.

Chwast reports that he received a few letters at the time criti-
cizing him for “always picking on the South.” Nonetheless, it took
another decade or so of civil protest and federal government interven-
tion before racially prejudicial voting restrictions in the South ended
and blacks rose to leadership roles in local governments. In the United
States, racial inequality still persists, the Ku Klux Klan sull exists, but
the old South is rapidly disappearing. Curiously, though, “The South”
issue of the Push Pin Graphic is not simply an artifact of bygone days,
but rather a reminder of what it cost to come this far.

A spread from The South illustrating the stereotypes of the old south and the martyrs of

the civil rights movement.
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Cover of The Inner City Mother Goose designed by Lawrence Ratzkin.
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The term “inner city” was coined during the mid-1960s to
indicate the new urban ghetto, a small city within a large city, a place
where the poor congregate, surrounded by walls of prosperity. Racial
tensions and social hostility boiled within the inner city. And when the
euphemism “inner city youth” was used, it was clear that it referred to
young people of color and all this suggests. Inner city habitats and
inhabitants were doomed by virtue of what sociologists called “benign
neglect” by the power elites. This very hopelessness is what also, para-
doxically, spurred hope through an increased number of progressive
social programs designed to build economic and educational bridges
connecting the inner city to the outside world. Yet it took considerable
effort to convince people that the inner city was worth salvaging. The
result has never been totally achieved.

When published in 1969, The Inner City Mother Goose, a col-
lection of poems by Eve Merriam and “visuals” by Lawrence Ratzkin,
took ironic and satiric jabs at inner city prejudice. It was not the first
book to lampoon the powerful or criticize squalid conditions, but it was
one of the first “trade” paperbacks on this theme to be published by a
major New York publishing house, Simon & Schuster. In the tradition
of Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore’s Medium is the Message,
Ratzkin used photography and typography to communicate a poignant
social message and frame Merriam’s Mother Goose send-up.

Ratzkin, then a thirty-six-year-old book cover and jacket
designer, was originally given the poet Merriam’s manuscript to illus-
trate. “To be perfectly honest,” Ratzkin recalls, “when I saw it I said,
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Ding, Dong. Bell

A spread from The Inner City Mother Goose.

‘What am [ going to do with this?’ The text in typewritten form was
weird.” But he had never had the opportunity to work on a complete
book, so he accepted the job. i

Ratzkin was sympathetic to the civil rights struggle yet admits
that he felt it was “presumptuous to be two white bleeding-heart
Jewish liberals doing this thing.” Nonetheless, he pushed ahead, taking
photographs of the street, which started percolating ideas. “I did not
think that a linear way would work, so I addressed myselt specitically
to each text,” he explains. “Some of the pages are more unambiguous
but others really allude to larger issues.” Indeed the ninety-four short
poems tackled poverty, illiteracy, drug and alcohol abuse, as well as
police brutality and the Vietnam War. While following the basic for-
mat of a conventional illustrated children’s book, Ratzkin also broke
out with expressive typographic treatments when the poems were ver-
bally demonstrative, such as “Hark, Hark, the Dogs Do Bark,” a noise
poem that through a cacophony of words in bold gothic type evokes the
tumult of the ghetto streets. “I owe that approach to Paul Rand’s chil-
dren’s book, “Sparkle and Spin,” Ratzkin confides.

Merriam, who died in 1992, only met Ratzkin from time to
time because she apparently accepted that his “visuals” were not simply
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A spread from The Inner City Mother Goose that typographically simulates the sounds
of the ghetto.

graphic interpretations of her words but commentaries that spun off
from them. “She was not critical of what I did,” states Ratzkin. “But
there was one picture that she objected to, a black street person wear-
ing a blonde, braided wig that was plunked onto her head. To me it
said something about her condition, but Eve felt it was somehow
demeaning. So I took it out.”

Merriam referred to Inner City as “just about the most
banned book in the country,” because its sale was indeed limited to a
few large urban centers and because it was often misplaced in stores
that did carry it. Merriam was known as a children’s book author,
and although this book was designed for adults, it found its way onto
children’s shelves. Nonetheless, sales were as high as 75,000 copies in
this particular form. It was also later repackaged for children with
drawn illustrations and was the basis for a 1971 Broadway musical,
Inner City.

The impact of The Inner City Mother Goose cannot be underes-
timated as both a polemic for the civil rights cause and a model of
expressive, conscience-driven design. Over thirty years later, it stll
speaks truth about the conditions of the inner city.
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16 Magazine, the teeny-boppers bible.
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[ have a confession. During the mid-1960s I read 16 magazine,

which targeted star-struck adolescent girls but also appealed to a
minority of star-wannabe teenage boys—like myself. Edited by former
fashion model and pop idolmaker Gloria Stavers, 16 was the first bona
fide American teenage fan magazine and hype engine for the popular
music and television juggernaut thrusting its way into the hearts and
minds of America’s baby-boom, teeny-bop generation. As a magazine,
16 defined a graphic style that spoke directly to this audience. It was
also a voyeur’s cornucopia, replete with “oodles” of never-before-seen
“wow-ce” publicity pix of “adorable” blemish-free stars, candid canned
gossip about pop’s leading heartthrobs, and probing interviews reveal-
ing their favorite colors, girls, food, girls, longings, girls, etc.—all pre-
sented without an iota of irony.

Newly pubescent girls suffering from Barbie-and-Ken with-
drawals found that 16 was a dream machine of unattainable, yet imag-
inable lovers. Hormone-awakened boys used it as a guide to what the
coolest cats wore, which was what you (I) should be wearing if you (I)
were feeling that tingly feeling and you (I) longed to make out with a
16 reader of the opposite gender.

Stavers, hired in 1957 as 16’s subscription clerk but in just one
year promoted to editor-in-chief, understood that celebrity was an
addictive drug. Regardless of a star’s talent (or lack thereof), a familiar
face and a well-known name could vicariously seduce impressionable
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young girls—and not simply influence their choice of acne cover-ups,
either. Stavers’s idol-making agenda was simple: Identify popular or ris-
ing TV, record, and radio personalities, then hype the hell out of them.
This was accomplished by publishing countless cute 'n’ cuddly (often
signed) pinup photographs and “exclusive” articles (e.g., “The Dave
Clark 5 Live in Danger”) that ran in successive issues as long as the fick-
le finger of fame did not point downward. However, the basic formula
was not original. Since the 19265, Photoplay, Silver Screen, Movie Star,
and other pulp fan magazines had mythologized, canonized, and other-
wise deified Hollywood movie stars in order to turn fame into a com-
modity. Yet these magazines were not specifically aimed at young teens.

By 1957, when the first issue of 16 premiered with a picture of
Elvis Presley lounging on the cover, the teenager as a consumer group
was also in its early adolescence, and like the complexions of those who
read 16, it was about to erupt. Stavers realized that the first wave of
preteen and teenage baby boomers were starving for a place of their
own, where their fantasies were pampered. So she invented a design
format that wed Highlights for Children (brightly colored type covers
with cute, comic illustrations on which the heads of stars were pasted)
with the Police Gazette (provocative teaser headlines and doctored pho-
tos). This was not “good” graphic design in any sophisticated under-
standing of the term. Typefaces were indiscriminately selected for
boldness and color in the manner of sensational newspapers—not for
balance or harmony. Layouts were suffocatingly packed with text and
pics that were either publicity handouts or artless snapshots. But the
design package was unmistakable and 1s stilll more or less copied by 16’
imitators. When Rolling Stone premiered with its classical format—
oxford rules and Times Roman headlines—it was a direct graphic
attack on 76’s visual immaturity.

Nonetheless, Stavers used graphics and text to develop a
voice—a big sisterly one that was sympathetic to young desires as she
exploited them. The magazine was the ultimate vicarious thrill. It
allowed a reader to virtually hug heroes without fear of rejection.
Think of it as a reliquary for pop saints, a shrine at which the impres-
sionable paid homage as they flagellated themselves. And the illusion
seemed to work, because girls sent countless love letters (care of the
magazine) to their fave raves, and boys emulated the looks of these
raves. Stavers was a genius and a pioneer at giving adolescent girls—
and boys like me—what they wanted.
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And yet, prior to World War 11, those aged thirteen to nineteen
were not collectively referred to as “teenagers.” They were trapped in a
netherworld between childhood and adulthood, not treated as a distinct
demographic entity. Teenaged people were either portrayed in the movies
as precocious youngsters (Andy Hardy) or delinquent thugs (the Dead
End Kids, which now sounds like a boy band). At best they were mini-
men and little women who imitated adult tastes and values but who were
not officially adults. They couldn’t legally vote or drink. However, with
parental permission a seventeen-year-old boy could go to war to be killed.

After World War II, teens—particularly girls—were at last
foisted into integral roles in the consumer society. In the late 1940s the
mainstream magazines Charm and Seventeen helped launch the teenage
fashion, cosmetic, and product industry. Girls, who develop faster than
boys anyway, were targeted as beneficiaries of these exclusive gifts and
wares. With the floodgates open, Junior Bazaar, Ingenue for Teens, and
"Teen, among other mainstream magazines, advised adolescents on how
to be “in” or glamorous and desirable—recommending the best deodor-
ant (Arrid), hair color (Toni), and acne cream (Clearasil). They offered
tips on how to meet the right guys and get modeling jobs. Punctuating
the stories about “cutting, setting, and comb-out” and “Dazzling Duds,”
all these magazines published a requisite number of celebrity features,
frequently about child stars who precariously stepped over the chrono-
logical Maginot line into their twenties. In a 1962 "Teen magazine piece
titled “We’re Grown Up Now!” Annette Funicello (the most famous of
the 1950s Mouseketeers and darling of the fan magazines) “reluctantly
admited that her loyal fans really don’t want to accept the fact that she’s
grown up.” Actually, these articles frequently balanced the glamour of
fame with its downside. “Her record career has boomed then fizzled,”
continued the article. “In her glory days as a big record seller she was
grateful. In these dry days of no big disc hits, she remains relaxed and
self-assured that there will be brighter sales in the future.”

At the same time, kids were starting to embrace their own cul-
ture of music (rock), clothes (leather), and art (comics), much of it
frightening to adults. Flames were fanned by “teensploitation” films
that portrayed youth culture as bawdy and rowdy—boys as hoods and
girls as tarts, all under the influence of rock 'n’ roll, the drug that
released uncontrolled urges. So begins the schism between the clean
teen and the juvenile delinquent (the latter also included the subcate-
gory of the sensitive rebel).
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“Teen celebrates two fave clean teens of the early sixties.
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“Teen displays the hottest hair styles of 1962.
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Graphics used to exploit the delinquent teen copied the sensa-
tionalist mannerisms of the raunchy tabloids. It was Punk long before
the advent of the Punk Movement, the real thing, so to speak.
Countless mass market paperbacks, B-film posters, and other pop
ephemera visually portrayed gritty youth as backstreet thugs (boy
bands, again?) drenched in hair grease, framed in tableau that includ-
ed “torn-from-the-headlines” type treatments, and a variant of social
realist painting that emphasized sex and violence.

On the other hand, the clean teen was bolstered by magazines
that tixated on personal “development” by setting common standards
of beauty promoted by the famous. The delinquents did not have a
national magazine on their side—yet the purveyors of popular culture
always rise to meet trend and fashion; and since rock ’n’ roll, the
scourge of Western civilization, was such a potentially huge profit cen-
ter, the raucous musical rebels who propagated the stuff found that
they were being co-opted by a celebrity industry that created its own
sanitized celebs. While this industry could not reconfigure some of the
true originals (like Elvis), 1t did everything industrially possible to
make these icons acceptable to the masses. The theory was that impres-
sionable teens would spend their meager allowances on teen products,
but if their parents felt comfortable with their idols, many more dollars
would be spent on the kids’ behalf. Millions were invested in growing
and harvesting a crop of adult-friendly celebrities who were showcased
on TV (from American Bandstand to the Ed Sullivan Show) and in films
(tfrom Beach Party Bingo to Gidget).

When it came to celebrating these unthreatening celebrities,
I6—and later its imitators, Tiger Beat, Rave, Dig, and more—was pre-
eminent. It worshiped the singer, not the song. And during the late
1950s and early 1960s, when such cleansters as Fabian, Frankie Avalon,
Paul Anka, Bobby Rydell, Annette, the Lennon Sisters (no relation to
John), and Ricky Nelson were riding the crest, 16 propelled them even
further. After the Beatles and the British Invasion hit American shores
between 1963 and 1966, 16 reinforced the mop-top myth rather than
the subsequent psychedelic revolution that emerged during the 1967
Summer of Love. There would be plenty of time for that when Rolling
Stone premiered in 1967. For 16 and its ilk, the famous could not also
be infamous. Even such protopsychedelic bands as the popular Lovin’
Spoontul were positioned as benign through omission of their drug
sins. As a high school student, I personally knew two stars hyped in
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16—and believe me, they were no saints. Indeed, some of 76’ fave
raves were eventually savaged in the tabloids.

But Gloria Stavers was the queen of clean. Her graphics never
pandered to the psychedelia, even after it was mainstreamed by such
teen magazines as the Hearst Corporation’s Eye. She held sacrosanct
the virtual innocence of her teeny-boppers, despite the increasingly
“negative” publicity of her heartthrobs in the press and through the
underground press.

Stavers did her best to promulgate the faith of her younger
audience. Foresaking the older raves for fresh beefcake (as these youths
with hairless chests were called) like Davey Jones, Bobby Sherman,
David Cassidy, Donny Osmond, Leif Garrett, Shaun Cassidy, and John
Travolta, by the mid-1970s 76 was resolutely teeny-bopper fodder.

Rolling Stone was the diametrical opposite of 16, but it was no
less a bulwark of the institution called fame. In 1969 I was art director
of Rock magazine, a Rolling Stone wannabe, which also sought to ele-
vate the bar of pop-culture journalism. Despite the pretentiously writ-
ten, cerebral articles on such themes as the Rimbaud-like poetry of
Country Joe and the Fish and the elegant typographic layouts, the mag-
azine’s covers flogged the hottest groups and singers of the day. Fame
in Rolling Stone and in Rock may not have been as fetishized as it was
in 16, but it was a centrifugal force that sucked teens into its pages.

Today’s teen magazines are still hyping stars, but the firma-
ment is shorter now because the universe is larger. Surprisingly, given
all that has changed in pop culture, the I6-inspired teen mags are
designed in much the same way as the original, only with slicker paper
and more color photographs. Stavers, by the way, left /6 magazine 1n
1975, just as disco was rearing its faceless head, because she believed
that the teen-idol cult was phasing out. If only she had stuck it out until
the ’90s, she would be back in the groove (and groovy), having a ball
with Britney, Christine, N’Sync, and the Backstreet Boys. Plus ¢a
change . . .
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Cover of Gentry, a very sophisticated magazine for men, art directed by William Segal in 1952,
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In the 1940s and ’50s, Gentry set the standard for men’s lifestyle

magazines and became a cultural icon. Its innovative creator, along

with his creation, are barely known today.

William C. Segal, who died in 2000 at age 96, is not nearly as
well known an art director as his contemporaries Alexey Brodovitch or
Alexander Liberman; his name does not appear in so much as a foot-
note in any design history textbook. Yet his influence on—if not his
larger vision of—fashion magazines during the late 1940s and ’50s
equaled that of his more famous peers. Segal was not just a magazine
art director and designer; he was the founder and managing director of
Reporter Publications in New York City, as well as publisher and edi-
tor of its stunningly elaborate flagship periodicals, American Fabrics
and Gentry. The former was an elegant “trade” magazine that com-
bined articles on fine art and commercial textile manufacture aimed at
elevating the “rag trade”; the latter was a general-interest quarterly
men’s lifestyle magazine that, owing to its broad themes and graphic
special effects, rivaled the likes of Esquire and Playboy.

Segal’s lack of recognition is confounding. Perhaps the fact
that he held both the business and artistic reins somehow cancelled out
his contributions in either realm. Or, perhaps, since he hired art direc-
tors and designers to work on projects, notably Alvin Lustig, he takes
on the appearance of a client rather than a creator, and the number of
clients cited in design histories is minuscule. But if the term “auteur”
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applies at all to graphic design, and arguably it does, then Segal’s total
participation in all aspects of his publications (from founding them, to
selling ads for them, to laying them out) has certainly earned him that
accolade. If he’d done little else but produce the quarterly Genzry, that
feat of design stewardship alone should have ensured him a place in the
design pantheon. But Gensry, which ran from 1951 to 1957, has been
relegated to obscurity, while a similar periodical, Fleur Cowles’s short-
lived Flair magazine, was recenitly commemorated in an expensive fac-
simile collector’s edition.

Magazines are ephemeral. To rise above its particular time, to
be remembered and studied as a milestone, a magazine must be
irrefutably unique. In that regard, the case for Gentry can easily be won
on visual evidence alone: It was both daring and beautiful. But Segal’s
personal passion is what made it a paradigm of innovative publishing.
As its editor, he belongs among an illustrious circle that includes
Arnold Gingrich of Esquire, Diana Vreeland of Vogue, Hugh Hefner of
Playboy, and Clay Felker of New York, all of whom imposed their wills,
ids, and egos on their respective publications and, in so doing, shaped
readers’ tastes and perceptions.

Although Segal was this kind of ediror, he was also somewhat
different from the others in that he lived a remarkable parallel exis-
tence apart from his publishing life, which further informed Gentry’s
content beyond the conventions of men’s fashion. As a follower and
confidante of G. I. Gurdjieff, the Armenian-born mystic who led an
esoteric movement aimed at joining the wisdom of the East with the
energy of the West, Segal devoted much of his time and energy to rais-
ing the spiritual level of everyday existence. He used American Fabrics
and Gentry, 1n part, as outlets for personal exploration that he felt
could help others cope with their lives. Segal practiced Buddhism! and
sought out themes for magazine articles that delved deeper into
human experience than was typical of the fare usually found in fash-
1on publications.

But Segal was also a pragmatic businessman who found ways
to align his humanistic and artistic pursuits with the constraints of
trade publishing. “When we launched Gentry,” he said in an interview
shortly before his death, “we visualized it as a magazine that could have
a great cultural influence. At that ume in the U.S., we were largely a
nation of hicks. There was no culture. People did not know how to
dress well, how to eat well, how to order wines or what to read. They
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were unfamiliar with the world of art. We thought we could have a civ-
ilizing influence through this publication.” His practical goal was “to
allow people to see the esthetic element that was a factor in choosing
clothing. The importance of Gentry was to make the clothing part of
the fine art of living.”

Thus, he bolstered features on men’s wear of the day with arti-

cles on a host of other subjects—art, history, philosophy, travel—as
well as with short fiction pieces by leading authors. His wife, Marielle
Baucou, in an unpublished biography of Segal, recalls the premiere

issue of Gentry:

All of Bill’s life and interests were in that first issue: a
riding lesson, building around his daughter Margaret;
a page of music by Thomas de Hartmann, who
arranged Gurdjieff’s music; several pages on how to
build a sauna, based on his own sauna; two pages
devoted to twenty of Rembrandt’s self-portraits; the
first publication in America of Siddharta by Hermann
Hesse. Already there was Bill’s interest in Buddhism
lin the following passage]: ‘He strove in vain to dispel
the conception of time, to imagine Nirvana and
Samsara as one, an idea that pleased Bill immensely.
Finally, there was a section called “Gentry Fashion,’
addressed to men [who were| as elegant as the editor.

The son of Romanian immigrants, Segal was born around
1904 in Macon, Georgia (he couldn’t give the exact date of his birth
since his mother never celebrated or kept records of birthdays). His
father moved the family from the South to Johnstown, Pennsylvania,
and eventually to New York City, where Segal took business courses
and studied Elizabethan theater at New York University. After gradu-
ating, he worked for a few years on a magazine called Plastic and Wire
before he decided to start his own publication—in the menswear field.
This initial publishing venture, in the late 1930s, was The Neckwear
Reporter, a newsletter. Its success enabled him to expand his company,
which ultimately produced six publications.

In 1946, with the help of his first wife, writer and editor Cora
Carlyle, Segal started American Fabrics, envisioning a magazine that
was more ambitious than his other trade journals. He chose an extra-
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large format and included a generous number of tipped-in fabric
swatches, similar to textile catalogs, as a means to give tactility and
dimension to an otherwise two-dimensional form. He also hired
famous artists, including Salvador Dali, to create covers and interior
spreads, believing that “such a magazine would at least have an artistic
life, and would intrigue a number of people. Much to my astonish-
ment,” he later recalled, “the magazine took off immediately—there
evidently was a market for a quality publication.”

Five years later, when Segal founded Gentry because he wished
to do on a broader scale what he had done for the trade, he used simi-
lar production techniques and expanded the range of special effects. He
was determined, from Genzry’s very first issue, “to have a very top pub-
lication physically . . . the printing, paper, and production of all the
material would be first rate.”

But at two dollars a copy, it would have to be more than “first
rate” (the cover price of most magazines in 1951 averaged twenty-five
cents). Segal’s challenge was to imbue Gentry with an allure for the
affluent. He hired Alvin Lustig, who had designed Segal’s spacious res-
idence in Manhattan and cramped offices in the Empire State Building,
to create Gentry’s first cover (now difficult to find), which he illustrat-
ed with a dramatically cropped photograph of a Greek head to sym-
bolize the high level of its content. But what really caught the public’s
attention was a prelaunch subscription advertisement in the New
Yorker that defined Segal’s prospective readers as “tirst rate,” implying
that they would be less than elite if they passed up this magazine. The
headline read:

In October a new type of magazine will be published.
[t will either elate the top 100,000 thinking men in this
country, or be a miserable flop. Frankly, we don’t
know which.

The text that followed was a hard-pitch sell to his status-con-
scious would-be constituents:

You are one of the 100,000 men (we honestly don’t
believe there are more than that number) who are a
blend of certain characteristics . . . These are men who
have matured in their thinking: who have reached an
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economic niche above the mass stratum; but, more
important, who are ever in quest of a better way to
live with themselves as well as with others . . . It 1s
always why, why, why, with these 100,000 men who
look no different from all the others; who may have
more or less wealth than many of the others; who may
do any kind of work, or no work at all, for their daily
bread. They want always to know more, so that they
may contribute more to people near them and to the
world in which they hive; they want to give more so
that they can gain more from each breath, each hour
each day, each year of their lives.

The rest of the ad described the contents of the magazine:

It is hard to give a picture of Gentry for the reason that
there is nothing in the world like it. For example,
when Gentry prints a story on fishing, our technique
calls for the swatching of an actual trout fly in the
book. Or, perhaps we talk about smoking; in this case
it is quite natural for Gentry to enclose a tobacco leaf.
... We do not believe that the best magazine repro-
duction in the world, full color or black-and-white,
can do justice to a fine tweed fabric. So, when Gentry
illustrates a new coat, an actual swatch of the fabric

will be tipped alongside the photo to make 1t come to
life. . ..

Much like the legendary Portfolio magazine (art-directed by
Alexey Brodovitch from 1949 to 1951), Gentry incorporated surprises in
each issue: booklets, limited prints, die-cuts, half-sheets, tabrics—even
a flattened bag of oats to accompany a story about horses. It seemed as
though money were no object.

“His constant aim was to humanize the design, never to make
it slick, mechanical or merely pretty, never to lose communication with
the reader, always to assist the eye and the mind with a change of pace,
an ingenious interruption to break the expected sequence of visual
images,” said Cecil Lubell, whom Segal hired as editor-in-chief of
American Fabrics and Gentry. “He has an unerring eye for scale and
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Gentry with a cover by Henri Matisse, 1956.
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contrast, a rare talent for selecting just the right photo to enlarge and
the lesser ones to take secondary place. The layout always came alive
under his hand.”

The demands of the business eventually forced Segal to cede
some of the art directorial duties on Gentry to others, but he continued
to monitor the visual content of the magazine. Though not listed on the
masthead as art director for one of the final issues, Winter 1956-57, he
was certainly instrumental in publishing a cover by Henr1 Matisse (as
well as interior insert of Matisse’s graphic art), an article illustrated by
graphic journalist Felix Topolski, and another insert featuring draw-
ings titled “Toscanini Conducting,” by David Fredenthal.

“Gentry was a phenomenal success in one sense,” Segal
recalled, “in that it received reams of publicity . . . and truly had a supe-
rior audience. But the magazine itself was much more costly to produce
than I thought. And perhaps while we had a great deal of adverusing,
we did not price per page sufficiently high.” Even so, Segal was so con-
sumed with Gentry that he sold oft Men’s Reporter, one of his successful
trade magazines under the Reporter Publications imprimatur, to
Fairchild in order to obtain needed capital. But when Time-Life czar
Henry Luce offered to acquire Genzry, believing it would fill a vacancy
in his publishing portfolio as a rival to Esquire, Segal refused.

Segal remembered a meeting with Luce that he had arranged
in order to seek publicity in the Luce publications for a book by P. D.
Ouspenky, Gurdjieff’s prime disciple: “I noticed [Luce] kept pushing
the book aside, and he kept wanting to speak about Gentry. And final-
ly he brought the conversation around to the fact that he would like to
publish Gentry. I would become one of the vice-presidents of Time-
Life, and he would take over the magazine.” While the offer was flat-
tering, “Bill could imagine the array of business advisors, accountants,
circulation managers, advertising managers and editors who would
control the content and direction of his fledgling,” said Robert Riley, a
Segal friend who was curator of the Brooklyn Museum. “He ended the
interview with an abrupt smile. [Bill] was amused. Mr. Luce was not.”

For its readers, Gentry was a rich, sensuous experience—every-
thing Segal had promised he delivered. For Segal, Gentry was a mission
almost religious in nature to acculturate his audience. For Reporter
Publications, however, Gentry was a financial albatross. “I kept putting
more and more of the money we made on American Fabrics and other
publications into Genzry,” Segal explained. “I suppose it fed my vanity,
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and my egoism.” In 1957 he put Genzry up for sale. The buyer was the
son-in-law of the owner of the Superman comic books, who had his
own publishing company. Segal thought he did a very good job with
the few issues he produced. “Nevertheless, they lost a million very
quickly. The Superman publisher was discouraged, and eventually he
asked me to take Gentry and American Fabrics back, which T did.”
Gentry folded shortly thereafter.

A few years later, Segal literally gave American Fabrics to a
noted fabric artist and friend, Sheila Hicks, who struggled to keep 1t
afloat. She sold it in 1980, some forty years after Segal had begun his
publishing career. Ultimately, the magazine disappeared.

Today, various magazines, notably Nesz, Visionaire, and Flaunt,
continue in the Segal tradition of the devoted iconoclast editor flying in
the face of convention. How the design history books will treat these
magazines can’t be predicted. If Genzry’s obscurity is any indication,
they may well go unrecognized, even though the history of design has
become more inclusive. One thing seems certain: If Segal had started
Gentry today, he would be celebrated for his independence—and the
buzz on Gentry would be deafening.

'A short documentary film by Ken Burns, Vezelay: Exploring the Question of Search
with William Segal, made in 1996, examines this aspect of Segal’s life.
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Cover of Nest with holes punched through it and the entire magazine, I 999.
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Nest, A Quarterly of Interiors, 1s a cacophony of visual excess
and unrefined typography, the brainchild of its neophyte pub-
lisher/editor/art director Joe Holzman, a self-taught interior designer
and decorator, who four years ago, untrained and inexperienced in the
magazine and graphic design fields, switched from “chintz-slinging”
to publishing. Despite its amateur beginnings, Nest has become one of
the most daringly innovative and audaciously progressive new publica-
tions to hit the newsstands in recent years.

How does this square? Nest’s content and design derive from a
curious logic that defies conventional standards. How else can one
explain drilling four symmetrically placed holes through an entire issue
(ads included), or wrapping another issue that has a tull-frontal female
nude on its cover in a buttoned-down fabric belly-band designed by
Todd Oldham, or publishing a cover showing seven cat litter boxes
filled with sparkling copper ink?

Nest 1s nothing like the leading establishment shelter maga-
zines, Architectural Digest and House and Garden, or even the hip
Wallpaper. Although Nest is printed on the same slick paper stock, it
does not conform to the predictable canons of aesthetics (Modern or
post-Modern) or accepted tastes. Nor does Nest exploit fashionably
bawdy popular culture simply to inveigle its way into the youth mar-
ket. Nest’s feature stories are not formulaic, nor are they presented in
rigidly proscribed or repetitive layouts. The back cover, usually a mag-
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azine’s prime commercial real estate, is never given over to an advertis-
er (sometimes it only contains a pattern or abstract design). And there
is no such thing as a traditional front or back of the book (i.e., columns,
reviews, factoids, or service features). Instead, the entire magazine,
with the exception of the advertising sections in the front and back that
sandwich the editorial well, 1s comprised of self-contained yet disso-
nant visual essays that are jarringly juxtaposed, both in terms of content
and design, to disrupt the reader’s complacent expectations.

Nest is also idiosyncratically personal, the unabashed expres-
sion of the forty-something Holzman’s lifelong immersion into the his-
tory and practice of decorating interior spaces. Nest is a scrapbook of
discovery wrapped in a magazine’s skin, which is not to imply that it 1s
a desktop fanzine (despite the fact that it is produced in an excruciat-
ingly cramped apartment adjacent to the editor’s apartment). In fact,
nothing could be further from the truth! Nesz is as slick and glossy as
today’s magazines come, but its design is purposely raucous, sometimes
unkempt, to underscore Holzman’s passionate obsession with the stuff
that people compulsively, obtrusively, and eerily use to dress up therr
abodes, be they castles, igloos, or prison cells.

Holzman’s own abode, a one-bedroom apartment, half a block
from Central Park on New York’s Upper East Side, resembles the visu-
al essays in his magazine. Each small, claustrophobic room is crammed
from floor to ceiling with bizarre, esoteric, and timeworn furniture,
vases, paintings, frames, wallpapers, and ornament representing a clash
of periods and an implosion of styles. Like the quirky magazine layouts
and disorderly photographic settings, these rooms are stuffed with the
homey and homely objects of a flea-market devotee, a reverie of bois-
terous ostentation. Yet, like his layouts, each individual accoutrement
has a distinct purpose in the overall decorative scheme. Each thing
deliberately contrasts with or complements the other objects in the
environment.

One might say that this man’s home is not merely his castle—
it is the essence of his magazine and the personification of his editorial
personality. Nest is predominantly influenced by its editor’s first voca-
tion, not by other contemporary magazines (which he says he rarely
reads). In fact, he funded the first issue of Nesz on earnings from the
sale of his own apartment in Baltimore, where he was born in 1957,
which had taken him five hermetic years to decorate because he had
obsessed over every nook and cranny. The stories in Nest are developed

106 THE GRAPHIC DESIGN READER



with the same compulsive intensity, focusing almost exclusively on the
concept of surface. Instead of worrying about the cut of a particular
typeface or the kerning of a text block, Holzman agonizes over the
placement of accoutrements on a page in order that his magazine exude
the look and feel of a great interior. “I want a photograph to reveal the
quality of the surface,” he explains. “If it’s really velvetish it will reflect
light like velvet, and not be washed out and homogenized like so many
architectural photographs that we're used to looking at.” Holzman
strives to simulate an actual physical, three-dimensional presence on
each page. “The way I usually go about designing these pages,” he con-
tinues, “1s to find a background color or pattern that I think makes the
whole idea more dynamic and makes the photograph sing.” Yes, just
like one of his rooms.

Although a magazine is not the best medium for this kind of
virtual experience, Holzman’s ingenious application of material and
paper tip-ins, die-cuts, and foldouts contribute to Nest’s tactility, which
supports the reader’s sense of being there. Since Holzman was not
schooled in graphic design, he is not inhibited by its rules. He designs
only for himself, not for any graphic design peers, pundits, or critics.
And since he is own boss, he answers to nothing but his own taste.
Having practiced a manner of interior decoration where oddity is a
virtue, he has given himself the freedom to create a print environment
in which anything goes. That is anything that conforms to his princi-
ples, which he believes ultimately contribute to the quality and appre-
ciation of interior design.

“Sometimes things are propelled by ignorance,” Holzman says
about how Nest began, conceived on a whim in 1996, when he was
working on his first and only book of interiors. The book was derailed,
but the experience of editing and laying out pages gave him an appetite
for print and inspired the idea to create a “smart shelter magazine” that
did not accept the genre’s conventions. With capital from the sale of his
apartment, Holzman sought out the costly consultation of magazine
publishing experts who told him that if he wanted to succeed he had to
define his readers’ demographic. Although it was a reasonable request,
Holzman admits, “I believed that the reader was anyone that wanted
to read it. The consultants, of course, countered that ‘It doesn’t work
that way in the real world’ and insisted on knowing whether the read-
er is this age, has that kind of economic background, and so on. I did-
n’t think it had to work that way at all.” The consultants also looked at
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the preliminary layouts, which they pronounced a disaster. “They did-
n’t think I should be designing my own magazine,” recalls Holzman,
who said, “Fuck it, I'll do it myself.” So he kept the money he would
have spent on advice and put out a magazine “just to see if it flies.”

He did get assistance from friends and hired staff, and, to help
with the prototype issue, he hired a Baltimore designer who introduced
a clean neo-Modernist typographical grounding. But Holzman was not
keen on that approach and promptly injected an aesthetic that was
much more cluttered and ornamental. He even insisted that the upper-
right-hand corner (but 7oz the lower) of the first 1ssue be curved, like a
catalog or notebook, which, although it made no logical sense, gave the
pages their idiosyncratic character. Although he had been told his
design was too anarchic, when he showed the prototype to people at
Eastern News distributors, they were taken by the effort, and pushed
copies into certain key markets, such as Barnes & Noble. Although the
first issue hit the newsstands without any promotion or fanfare, it gen-
erated interest.

The cover photograph of the prototype was a black and white
photograph of a bedroom completely papered on the walls and ceiling
with rows and rows of fashion magazine covers featuring the former
Charlie’s Angel Farrah Fawcett—illustrating the issue’s story devoted
to the residence of a fanatical Fawcett fan. The cluttered image also
included a full-color inset of Fawcett on a TV screen at the bottom of
the image (printed with a fifth-color glossy varnish)—it was like noth-
ing else around. The editorial of that issue declared that “Nesz wants to
be read by anyone who wakes up in the morning or in the afternoon
with a healthy curiosity about how others express themselves where
they live. We hope to show you things you've not seen before—perhaps
not even imagined, as well as shed our own light on some familiar
places. And, reader, be advised: Our houses have private parts. Nesz is
no waist-up publicaton.” To Holzman’s surprise, over the eleven
months between the first and second issues, the entire 25,000 print run
sold out, and so did an additional 10,000 more. Nest also began to get
subscribers. Now the challenge was to keep the momentum going.

Holzman’s exuberant design style masks a very reserved, if not
downright shy personality. His chancy leap into magazine publishing
not withstanding, he insists that he lacked confidence to take charge.
The example he gives is the naming of the magazine. Although Nesz 15
a perfect moniker, it was then and still is not his favorite choice. “The
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title 1s not what I would use if I were starting over,” he says with dead-
pan sincerity. “When I agreed on the word ‘nest,’” I had not learned to
make decisions myself. In fact, I used to be afraid to let my advisors and
statf know that I was the chief. So I kind of feel that I was pressured by
them into accepting the word. Sure it works, but every time [ say it, |
stumble. I'm a little embarrassed to say on the phone, ‘Nest magazine.’
People used to say ‘Next?’ ‘Nast?’ Okay, now, they get it.”

Nonetheless, those simple four letters, N-E-S-T, embody the
magazine’s essence. And under this rubric, in just nine issues, Holzman
has successfully created a publishing hybrid, a kind of off-kilter
National Geographic of shelter magazines. Nest has attracted a good
number of loyal “crossover” readers like myself. And while its current
75,000 circulation may not attract Fortune 500 takeover bids just yet, it
1s larger than many other niche magazines. The reason has to do with
magazine’s unadulterated honesty and uncompromising focus. There
1s not a story or page that panders to an imposed commercial trend or
fashion, not a word or picture that manipulates the reader to consume
something that he or she does not need. The stories report on phenom-
ena created by people in an attempt to command their environments.
While Nest focuses on objects, things, and spaces, it 1s really about the
weird, nonconformist, and creative individuals who conceived them.
Sure, the magazine propagates taste—Holzman’s taste—but he is very
quick to assert that while he designs every feature and chooses each
photograph, the magazine has numerous voices: “I think that a lot of
magazines, especially the shelter magazines, often possess a singular
taste,” he says. “Our range 1s broader.”

The magazine has become laced with some well-known artists
and photographers who, impressed with past issues, have approached
Holzman to do work, including conceptual photographer Nan Goldin,
architect and theorist Rem Koolhaas, and Simpsons creator Matt
Groening (who created a flip book for 1ssue number 8). As for the writ-
ing, Matthew Stadler, a fiction writer from Seattle, is Nest’s literary edi-
tor. “I give him unbridled license. He’s as obsessed with words as I am
with lampshades,” says Holzman. In turn, Stadler has lured celebrated
authors like Maureen Howard, Naguib Mahfouz, and David Plante,
who are free to express their personal fascinations with decoration and
ornament. Holzman insists that it is important to let them address
these concerns in their own ways as long as they stick, at least margin-
ally, to his overarching mandate. “Our writers can write what they
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want,” he says. “But if it veers too far from the decorative arts, howev-
er, I'll supplement the story with captions.” He further emphasizes that
since more “art photographers,™as opposed to architecture and interi-
or photographers, are contributing to the magazine, his only editorial
criterion is that “they document the full space and not just send back
details.” For Mies van der Rohe, god was in the details—for Holzman,
heaven 1s the total environment.

Holzman’s nests are drawn from various locales and numer-
ous conceptual realms—none are pedestrian. Among the most curious
is a “nautical bachelor pad” designed by Roger Weeden, carved from
the bridge of an ocean-going tugboat. Another is an urban apartment
completely wrapped in silver foil. And still another is an entire home
with wall coverings made from common lead pencils arranged in hyp-
notic patterns. Holzman does not see them as freak show oddities but
as integral works of personal expression. “T tend to look at a sociologi-
cal or anthropological story as a decorative story,” Holzman explains,
referring specifically to features he’s done on, among other things, an
igloo and a treehouse. “Yet, while I push a story that would be anthro-
pological in another magazine toward the decorative arts, 1 will look
more anthropologically at a Fifth Avenue apartment.” In just this way,
Holzman, a relentless contrarian, recently commissioned a writer to
live in a homeless person’s cardboard box. “When the text first came 1n,
Arlene Miles, the author, was being rather sociological, but I really
wanted the text to be about occupying this box. What is it like tactilely?
The story is not really about homelessness because that would be
awfully presumptuous; after all, I had a guard on her all night. So she’s
not experiencing what it’s like to be homeless. She’s experiencing what
it’s like to live in the box, which 1s a shelter.”

Holzman also takes pains to seek out both undiscovered and
rediscovered shelters. One such rediscovery focused on the remarkable
haute-Modern “see-through” apartment of Yale University’s former
dean of architecture Paul Rudolph, located in a building on New
York’s plush Beekman Place. Everything in this open triplex was con-
structed out of glass and other transparent materials, even the bath-
room. The layout adroitly approximated the experience of being
encased in glass. One of Nest’s newer old discoveries was shown in
“Southern Gothic”—Diane Cook’s photographs of a house in
Florida’s Upper Keys designed by Ed Leedskalin and made entirely

from coral rock.
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With this major emphasis on contemporaneous esoteric shel-
ters, Holzman tries not to lose track of his favorite period, eighteenth-
century design. “I like to show the Great Houses, but in a different
way,” he says. “It’s interesting to a young reader to understand that
these places were in bad taste, sort of Donald Trump when they were
first built. Chippendale was new money.” So for a story on the ances-
tral home of a British noble, Holzman convinced the current heir to
dress up like his ancestor and pose amid the artifacts. “This 15 a way
that we present this kind of house in a way that Architectural Digest
would not dare.”

Holzman does not think of himself as a tastemaker, even
though Nesz certainly exposes its readers to alternative tastes. Holzman
has only one real mission: to redress what he believes are the diminished
standards in the practice and aesthetics of interior design today. “I think
the contribution that designers have made to design in the last forty
years has been eclecticism,” he notes. “I would like to see it end. I really
think we have to learn how to design again, and not just assemble
objects that look back or are revivals. I'd like to find a designer who can
create. I'd like to walk into that room that hits you in the chest, and not
because there’s a great painting on the wall. What I really want to do in
this magazine is find a great young talent. And they’re hard to find.”
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A redesign 1s supposed to improve a magazine. Yet frequently
it 1s little more than a cosmetic cover-up for real and imagined defi-
ciencies. Which seems to be the case with the Progressive, one of
America’s oldest and savviest leftwing political and cultural periodi-
cals, which underwent a (type)tacelift that may have taken the wrinkles
out but removed the graphic personality as well.

For the last two decades, the Progressive, art-directed by Pat
Flynn, was an engaging journal with an inviting and functional,
though not slavishly stylish, format. Given its production constraints—
notably no inside color—the magazine was clean, clear, and readable:
no tricks, just tasteful, contemporary typography. It was also a well-
spring of conceptual editorial illustration by a stable of keenly acerbic
young and old artists. Flynn was certainly an illustrator’s art director,
trading low fees for creative freedom in what one contributor called a
“politically righteous” context.

Although Flynn’s preference for typography did not change
much over the past twenty years, it was a deliberately neutral frame
that gave emphasis to illustration. Although from time to time I would
speculate about why Flynn had not introduced new design compo-
nents, I also realized that this consistency was a virtue in a medium
where frequent shifts in graphic style signaled editorial insecurity in
other periodicals. Like its cousin, the Nation, the Progressive stuck to a
lively, conservative, though contemporary, look that underscored its
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role as news and commentary provider and self-appointed watchdog of
mainstream media. In a somewhat less partisan way, Steven Brill’s
Content has intruded into this realm with a snazzy new design, but not
at the expense of the Progressive’s stalwart subscriptions. And I believe
that Flynn’s sober design and sharp illustration choices can be credited
with some of this retention of readership.

Nonetheless, a little over a year ago, Flynn and a new editor,
Matthew Rothschild (the Progressive’s former managing editor), dis-
agreed about the magazine’s visual direction. Irreconcilable issues of
taste, as well as problems with polemical artwork, drove a wedge
between the two, causing Flynn to leave his position. Of course, things
like this happen when a new chief editor takes over and wants demon-
strative shifts—or what is euphemistically referred to as “creative
realignment.” Sadly, though, Flynn’s work for the Progressive was not
the typical “job.” After twenty years, he was truly committed to its mis-
sion, as well as to his promise to nurture young political artists.

For a few issues after Flynn’s departure, the magazine, 1roni-
cally, looked the same. Even most of the artists were retained. But in
May of 2000, a change occurred. It was not a radical change, to be sure,
yet it was clearly different in that it eliminated all the typographical
nuances that distinguished the Progressive from a desktop publication.
Flynn had a flair for using typefaces, differentiating columns, format-
ting pull-quotes, and all the other minor components that, added
together, determine a house style. Flynn balanced artfulness with func-
tion. The new format, on the other hand, is not only artless—it 1s bland
to the zero-degree. From the generic new logo and cover typography to
the monotonous columns of gray type in the interior, the redesign 1s
decidedly out of touch with anything contemporary—indeed anything
of visual interest.

Where Flynn varied the presentation of feature articles by
enlarging, reducing, and overprinting headlines and pull-quotes, the
current format treats every feature exactly the same, with Franklin
Gothic headlines and bylines mindlessly stuck flush-left at the top of
the page. Even the anchored columns (commentaries, critiques, and the
editorial) follow the exact same scheme. The only emphatic shift is the
“interview” feature, with its indented columns and extra white-space
margins. Comparatively, it is a breath of (fresh?) air. Flynn’s design was
well paced. And although the magazine rarely used full-page type or

art “openers,” there was a sense of movement through frequent shifts
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Cover of The Progressive with collage by Steven Kroninger, 1987.
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in scale. Not so in the new improved design. “Progressive” is not an
appropriate word. In fact, even the table of contents 1s dulled down to
the point that it resembles other staid political journals. Sure, it’s read-
able, but it’s uninviting.

The new format was launched auspiciously and inauspiciously,
without fanfare but with a new focus. While Flynn’s best covers were
routinely strong polemic illustrations by the likes of Brad Holland,
Jonathon Rosen, Henrik Dreseher, and Sue Coe, the first new cover
broke from that tradition with a photograph of folk singer Ani
DiFranco. In his editorial, Rothschild explains that this is not the usual
fare for the Progressive, yet DiFranco has been an outspoken musician
for the left and deserved its coverage. Fine. But the photograph is
duller than dull. Given how outrageous DiFranco can be, one might
have hoped for a more powerful, eye-catching image. The second issue
of the new format returned to a cover illustration, yet it was uninspired
and, oh yes, a cliché (a hand holding a hammer poised over a piggy
bank!). Odd, since the artist, Eric Drooker, is often quite caustic with
his imagery—the difference signals an editor’s heavy hand at work.

For over two decades, the Progressive lived up to its name 1n
terms of its art and writing. Arguably, Flynn’s original format might
have been revisited with an eye toward functional and cosmetic reno-
vation that would have made the magazine even more viable. But
sadly, the new format is not simply retrograde—it’s gradeless. In shed-
ding all its design conceits (like its typefaces with subtle character), the
change has reduced the articles to veritable text documents, which is
not what a redesign should do.
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Stomp. Crush. Flush. Kill. All fashion magazines are expensive, ugly and
imbecilic; Flaunt is merely the most so. Among all the indie trustafarian
sub—Condé Nast coke-dusted fashion/dance club/lifestyle fag rags out
there, Flaunt makes Black Book look like Foreign Affairs. There 1s liter-
ally no sign of intelligent life in its skimpy and moronic editorial con-
tent, but you expect that from this genre. What’s worse 1s that it looks
like such shit, from its profligately pointless die-cut covers to its mon-

strously inhumane fashion spreads; it 1s everywhere assaultive to the
eyes, the year’s clearest evidence of that old saw that high fashion is the
gay man’s revenge on women.

—New York Press

So, other than that, Mrs. Lincoln, how’d you like the play’

[t’s hard not to be taken aback by this level of vitriol from the
New York Press, Manhattan’s free weekly broadsheet. Can there really
be nothing whatsoever in Flaunt, an admittedly lush and ambitious
twenty-something culture, lifestyle, and fashion magazine for both
sexes, worth its $5.95 cover price? Or perhaps the newsprint Press suf-
fers from a case of paper envy?

I’ve been following Flaunt since its premiere in the spring of
1999. And despite our generational fashion differences—I don’t wear
seven shades of black or short, brushcut, moussed blond hair—I have
been very impressed with the art direction, photo editing, and design.
And even some of its nonfashion content has merit, too.
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Although Flaunt is a full-color magazine with the panoply of
upscale consumer ads, including those for Guess, Absolut (what maga-
zine does not have Absolut ads?), Dolce & Gabbana, Bacardi, Dockers,
Jean Paul Gaultier, and Lucky Strike, we're not talking about a top
flight—circulation, Condé Nast “downtown mag.” This is, however,
one of a few independents that are attempting to make inroads in the
youth cult demographic. And the evidence, given 1ts fairly good distri-
bution and display in news shops and hair salons, at least in New York,
Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle, suggests that it has a fighting
chance for success.

Given its smart design, it 1s certainly worth more than a casu-
al perusal. Flaunt rejects the layered, cluttered, and otherwise so-called
post-Modern design clichés that have stigmatized the perennially hip
style and fashion magazines, Details and Paper. And it's managed to
avoid the hybrid-Modernist tropes initiated by Wallpaper, such as the
factoid pages with overlapping Eames-like color boxes and overstyl-
ized column headlines. With the exception of the cover—whose
“pointless” die-cuts have, in fact, given its first four issues a distinctive
personality—Flaunt 1s decidedly restrained, as hip magazines go.
Despite the magazine’s name, Eric Roinestad and Jim Turner, the “cre-
atives,” as they are listed on the masthead, do not flaunt the type, or
even play with anarchic typography. Only one sans serif display face
family 1s used in varying weights—light, medium, and bold; similarly,
the text type is a justified sans serif, with the occasional Times Roman
thrown in when there is a literary or documentary feature. The back-
of-the-book columns—“Sound & Vision,” “Music,” and “Art’—are
headed by little logos featuring gray arrows in vertical lozenges with
the titles printed over them. But these spare, tastetul devices are the
closest things to graphic embellishment in the entire magazine.
Otherwise, empty space, so rare in magazines these days—particularly
fashion magazines—is used generously and intelligently to distinguish
editorial from advertising and to frame the principal feature of Flaunt,
its photography, which is the single most protound editorial element in
the magazine.

The fashion and product photographs in Flaunt are well styled
and impressively presented, usually as full pages or double-truck
spreads. The studio shots are indeed staged, but they’re far from “mon-
strously inhumane.” Sometimes they’re mildly ironic recastings ot the
banal photography found in the vintage fashion magazines, such as the
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underwear feature in June/July 1999, titled “Correspondence,” show-
ing guys in their skivvies standing beside suburban mailboxes, or the
male sweater models who are crying in the August 1999 feature “Lost
Boys.” In this same issue, the magazine ran a series of humorous,
though respectful, photos of elderly women modeling de la Renta and
Ferré frocks in their rooms at their nursing homes. This feature is at
once jarring and warm, and suggests that Flaunt is not locking in step
with the traditional magazines that emphasize flawless beauty and per-
petual youth.

Since fashion photography today is a game of who can outcon-
ceptualize whom, the fairly restrained quality of Flaunt is refreshing by
contrast—at least for the moment. Of course, that’s not to imply that all
the photo features depart from convention. The August 1999 issue con-
tains one fairly trite set of images in an article called “The New Tan”
(subtitle: “Youth fades, beauty fades, your tan needn’t”). But, even here,
there appears to be a wink and a nod at typical features that employ the
typical Adonis- and goddess-like, sun-baked, male and female torsos.
In a feature in the October 1999 issue, titled “Viktor & Rolf: Haute
Couture Winter 1999/2000,” photographer Sarah Moon contributes a
portfolio of eerie Muybridge-inspired sepiatone fashion photographs,
as gorgeous and memorable as anything I've seen of late.

The magazine 1s not without somewhat serious content,
either. In the August 1999 1ssue “Hour Town” is a travel feature on a
short-term hotel, called Mermaids, in Cabo, Mexico, the workplace of
showgirls of “a very high quality.” The images are presented in a jour-
nalistic manner, not designed to titillate but to inform. And a few pages
later, in “Another Country,” vintage photographs of early twentieth-
century Tibet are featured throughout a few handsome pages that
might have been pulled out of the National Geographic.

Unlike the established fashion and lifestyle books that cater
exclusively to either males or females, Flaunt 1s decidedly for men and
women, boys and girls. With the exception of the photos of the grand
dames in the nursing home, which are entirely respectful, the men and
women share the same characteristics, sometimes cardboard, other
times animated. Flaunt runs 1ts fair share of young celebrities, and these
photos have not pushed the envelope very far. At worst, Flaunt’s images
are like those annoying Gap commercials, in which bored slackers
stand around singing in celebration of leather. But Flaunt is best when

the photographs are parodies, such as Paris l6EME by Louis Décamps,
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showing all male models showing off black clothes while wearing
cheap women’s wigs. Okay—so far, Avedon they’re not—but the
times, they have a-changed, and an alternative approach is welcome.

So, let’s get back to the cover. [tisn’t easy designing a magazine
cover in this market. Publication designers routinely bemoan the fact
that publishers and marketing experts demand that layers of cover lines
announce every last asset of the magazine, which often obliterates the
mandatory celebrity cover photos. So it is lauditory that Flaunt has
assiduously avoided falling into the usual traps. Sure, every 1ssue has a
celebrity on the cover, but they've managed to avoid the common
stereotypes. In fact, there are two covers for each issue—the special-
effect one on top and a photographic one underneath. The use of die-
cuts is not at all pointless: As teasers, they work much more effectively
than the conventional half-sheet printed with cover lines, as the New
Yorker puts on its newsstand editions. Because like the brown paper
wrappers on Playboy and Penthouse, these curious special effects entice
the reader to play a cover game. In fact, I bought the first issue, with a
die-cut of leaves (or bamboo) covering the starlet Leelee Sobieski’s face
(actually, the same cover was printed in two versions with two differ-
ent actors’ faces—a male and female), because I wanted to see who was
partially hidden. The die-cut is a minor pleasure, to be sure, but since
that premiere issue, I have plunked down my cash in order to play the
game. Moreover, Flaunt has not overdone the conceit. For the October
1999 issue, an Egon Schiele-like portrait of David Bowie adorns the
front. On second glance the face (which is photographed inside) 1s per-
forated so as to become a mask. It is a very nice touch.

Flaunt is not Flaiy, the brilliantly designed magazine edited by
Fleur Cowles, which was published in the 1950s and which raised the
standard of magazine-as-object with its many die-cuts and slipsheet
special effects. But Flaunt does follow in that tradition while defining a
contemporary aesthetic. Frankly, I'm not concerned whether it’s
financed by a trust fund, a MacArthur Foundation grant, or venture
capitalists. For what it purports to be, for the audience it is trying to
reach, and for this older magazine aficionado, Flaunt has evolved nice-
ly into a magazine worth savoring—even saving.
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From Godzilla to transistor radios to Honda motorcycles and

cars, the Japanese have influenced American pop culture every bit as
much as, and probably more so, than we have influenced theirs. And
now with Pokémon, the Nipponization of America has reached an all-
new pinnacle. Pokémon—which means “pocket monster” in Japanese,
of which there are 151 characters that children are challenged to collect
and trade until they have them all—originally began as a Nintendo
computer game and TV cartoon show in Japan and quickly grew into
a billion-dollar industry of toys, clothing, accessories, posters, and a fea-
ture motion picture. Of all the products, the Pokémon trading cards are
the most sought-after treasures. Hundreds of cards in a variety of
expensive (average $7) packs and theme boxes (average $25) have
flooded the market over the past year. And every time kids think
they’'ve collected them all, a new series emerges. Older cards instanta-
neously increase in value upwards of $50 or more per card. The mar-
ket for Pokémon cards is so enormous that counterfeit versions, which
are expensive to produce given the graphic details and holographic
printing on a large number of them, are flooding the market. The prof-
it margin 1s so high for counterfeiters that Nintendo issues Internet
warnings and maintains a hotline to report the sellers of the contraband.

Pokémon 1s comprised of fined-tuned, computer-generated
illustrations and graphic icons that indicate the power of each monster
and the strategies used in defeating and capturing the various charac-
ters. Kids collect the cards both to play the game and simply to savor
them as objects. Here 1s one card game that has captured at least part
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of its audience through innovative design. Recently, my son—who

buys, sells, and trades (he sold over $500 worth while at summer camp)

Pokémon cards—and I discussed what makes them so appealing.

STEVE:
NICK:

STEVE;:
NICK:

STEVE:

NICK:

STEVE:

NICK:

STEVE;:

NICK:

STEVE;
NICK:

So why do kids like these things so much?

They’re cool because they are mutant-type people and animals.

What appeals to you about Pokémon cards?
Say you open a pack and there’s this card that you really want.
[t’s exciting just to see it.

My favorite card is Electrode because it looks Bauhaus-influenced.
What'’s yours?

Yeah, right, dad. My favorite is Evilgoldbat. Because he has a
really cool background. He’s stuck in a tunnel with spider
webs. And my favorite color [holographic green] is used for

the background.

[ like these cards because the rype is well set. What do you think
makes these so popular?

I think it’s the holographics. But they make a lot of merchan-
dise that can pull kids 1n.

[ see that there are Japanese and American cards. The Japanese are

all in Japanese characters—uwhich looks very hip. What other dif-

ferences are there between the two?

In every Japanese pack you get a holographic card. In the
American packs you have a fifty-fifty chance of getting one.
So, the Japanese ones are not as rare. I like the backgrounds of
the Japanese cards better—they have little shiny stars and cir-
cles, and the Americans only have stars in the background.

Do you like the Japanese letters as much as I do?

It frustrates me because I never know how characters are sup-
posed to move. Most kids that I know don’t play, they just col-
lect. But I play.

STEVE: Are these the prettiest cards that you've ever collected? They're the

NICK:

best designed I've ever seen.

Yeah. They’re all shiny and a lot of other cards aren’t as shiny.
Some cards are shiny on the outside and are not on the inside.
The rarest card is shiny all over, and it’s called Ancient Mew.
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The front of a basic Pokémon card with Nidoran, one of 151 cute monsters.
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Typical show card displays, 1930. They might not be sophisticated but they did sell the goods.
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Show-card Lettering and Display is today an everyday business necessity and
has fully established itself as a definite branch of the commercial art industry.
—James Eisenberg, instructor at the Edward Bok

Vocational High School, Philadelphia, 1945.

In the early twentieth century most commercial artists learned
about type and lettering through a graphic arts genre known as show-
card writing. This ubiquitous craft and common profession has gotten
short shrift in most design history books, in part because Modernism
(and the rise of sophisticated graphic design throughout the late twen-
tieth century) was a reaction to it as crass, commercial, and void of artis-
tic merit. And indeed there is some truth to this assertion. Nonetheless,
show-card writing was an important, if indispensable, facet of mass
visual communications for much of the twentieth century. Schools
were devoted to it, books were written about it, and livelihoods were
made from it. Moreover, it is not totally obsolete today. While graphic
designers have become more involved in designing signs and displays,
contemporary fabricators emerge from a long lineage of show-card
makers, a movement that, in turn, represents an outgrowth of the nine-
teenth-century sign craft.

No one ever bothered to write a definitive (or even an anecdo-
tal) history of the show-card (which was also called the sho-card). There
was little need to record its milestones because show-card writers were
not interested in history per se; they just wanted to earn viable livings
working with their hands in a pleasant tield. As the commercial art cor-
respondence schools promised, students could “make $50 a week doing
lettering” for stores, merchants, and businesses. All they needed was the
know-how and tools. And so, for a small tuition fee these schools pro-

SHO-CARD WRITIN' 129



vided layout templates, typefaces, pens, brushes, and tricks galore—like
how to dry paint quickly with the business end of a cigar butt.

Nonetheless there is a history, at least a practical evolutionary
one, to be cobbled together. James Eisenberg, who taught the craft to
his Philadelphia high school class, reported in Commercial Art of
Show-Card Lettering that “Show-cards were formerly executed by the
sign painter, who employed the same lettering technique as that used
on other forms of sign work. The show-card was first pinned up vert-
cally on a wall or easel and then tediously lettered by the sign painter,
who used a rest or mahlstick to steady and guide the hand.” In those
days, he added, special show-card brushes and free-flowing show-card
colors were nonexistent. To paint a show-card, the sign painter used
slow-working oil colors or laboriously mixed his own colors from
various pastes and powders. As the pace of industry and commerce
quickened, the need for more elaborate show-cards and posters became
proportionately greater. It soon became necessary to work with more
speed and efficiency. To meet the demand, various artists began to
specialize in specific genres and with certain media. Soon, new work-
ing methods, tools, and materials were introduced.

The innovations in show-card lettering were hardly as earth-
shattering as, say, the New Typography, but they were important for
the practitioners. Moreover, they established stylistic trends of their
respective times. But better functionality was the most important his-
torical development, as Eisenberg noted: “Instead of being placed
upright, the show-card was laid flat on a specially prepared work table
or bench. The mahlstick was dispensed with and the operator learned
to work in freehand style directly over the card.” To facilitate his work,
specially prepared red sable brushes and show-card colors were manu-
factured. “All these things contributed to the development of the craft
as a specialized branch of the advertsing arts.” Incidentally, a few of
the later correspondence school brochures emphasized the past as a
selling point: “The modern show-card artist,” stated one brochure
proudly, “works in clean dignified surroundings. The work is fascinat-
ing, providing an endless variety of experiences.”

A show-card letterer might not have known how to distin-
guish the nuances between one cut of Bauer Bodoni and another
foundry’s variation, but he was usually well versed in the best kinds of
novelty brush letters that would grab the greatest attention. He also
knew what quirky lettering combinations would liven up a store win-
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dow or display case. The show-card letterer was not interested in get-
ting work into AIGA competitions designed for the upper echelons of
fine printing and type design, but he knew how to make the most effec-
tive word pictures from type with “illustrative features,” such as speed
lines, nervous squiggles, icicles, and lightening bolts. He was also
expert in the ABCs of card dynamics (e.g., where exactly to put those
icicles for dynamic effect). The work extended to every facet of graph-
ic arts—show-card makers were letterers, decorators, cartoonists, and
authors. (A good slogan made all the difference on a show-card.) As
Eisenberg stated in his book: “Attractively designed electric signs, win-
dow display cards, price tickets, paper streamers, store window back-
grounds, theatre posters, decorative panels and titles, all these and
many more, constitute the work of the show-card letterer.”

Show-card work was usually of “a sedentary nature, requiring
little or no physical exertion,” hyped another correspondence school
brochure. Although show-card writers did get their share of strained
necks, pinched nerves, and bad backs, the fact was that they did their
job in either a sitting or standing position in front of a waist-high
adjustable bench or drawing table. Better than digging ditches, to be
sure. “Since most of the work is executed on paper or cardboard sur-
faces with water colors, there are no harmful or injurious paint odors
to contend with. This, in itself, 1s conducive to the health and well-
being of the artist.”

With the growth of a widespread commercial culture during
the late nineteenth century, show-card advertising became a fast and
economical means of announcing wares and selling products. In the
carly twentieth century, with the advent of vaudeville and motion picture
theaters, chain stores, smaller shops, and thousands of other business
enterprises, show-cards and displays rapidly became a big business.
Frank H. Atkinson was one of the early exponents, and he developed
standards for the fledgling field, taking methods developed by sign
painters in the Victorian era and modernizing them in the early 1920s.
In one of his many books on show-card writing and sign painting, S40-
Cards, he wrote: “There are no ‘experiments’ in the book; the practical
and technical matter reflects the methods in vogue with the foremost
‘talent’ of the present day.” He admonished the users of his books to be
creative, but also acceptable.

Show-card writing was never intended to be a hotbed of
avant-gardism. But it was simply an effective way of selling the goods,
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from “viands to violins, varnishes to vacations; to reach that much
sought-after person, the man in the street.” As one proponent of show-
cards wrote: “The abstractionist with a dogmatic, nay—professorial—
viewpoint, should beware of beéoming too hidebound in his opinions,
too bigoted. Such an idealist laying down rigid rules—thus and so must
it be—makes himself ridiculous.” Yet he advised that show-cards
should not be matter of fact, either: “We are in the business to make
money; ignore such counsel; go your own way, and keep to your own
letter style. If your lettering should look so like type, all bespurred to
death, all feeling crushed out of it, why not go to the printer and have
our cards stamped out in lead.”

Scores of books, booklets, and guides were produced for
wannabe show-card letterers, providing them with countless pages of
fetching options. “Ideas,” by H. C. Martin, 1s typical of the genre. It
offers profuse visual examples, with a text that is a huckster-like selling
pitch for show-card lettering itself. “Display advertising is one of the
greatest commercial forces of today. The display card 1s in itself a sales-
man, who talks to every customer before he comes in to the store.”

Despite the standardized forms, it is interesting to note that
show-cards were not usually a ready-made or kept-in-stock product,
but, wrote Martin, “must be made as required by the artist workman.
In his brushes and paint lie unlimited possibilities. It remains for him
only to mix gray matter with them and to give them concrete form. No
two jobs are identical, types of letter legion. Now, to make the black
card a ‘picture’ so to speak, expressing that imagination, that artistic
craftsmanship, that capacity for visualizing the message in lettering
into some sort of lettering design.”

Despite its everyday use and anonymous craftsmanship, the
show-card required great skill, and for some it demanded real imagina-
tion. Martin insisted that “Lettering should be as individual as handwrit-
ing; should be alive and vital and personal. The cardman should exercise
greater care and strive more for the ‘flavor’ of this style of letter. Keep ver-
satile. Don’t get alphabet crazy, but be able to switch styles at will.”

Show-card lettering will not be included in a graphic design
history canon any time soon. It is like that embarrassing second cousin
who is best kept from the family reunion. Yet it was (and to an extent
still 1s) an aspect of design practice as consequential to commercial cul-
ture as the more sophisticated genres, movements, and schools cele-
brated today. What’s more, it really took talent to do it well.
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Chinese pin-ups sold everything from coffee to candy.
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In 1997, at the end of its ninety-nine—year lease, the United
Kingdom returned Hong Kong to the People’s Republic of China. At

the same time, a warchouse owned by the venerable Asiatic
Lithographic Printing Press Ltd. was reopened after decades, revealing
a huge cache of mint Art Deco advertising posters and calendars from
the 1920s to the 1940s. These graphic artifacts, produced prior to World
War II, which are currently sold in antique flea markets around New
York, San Francisco, and Paris, represent a period when colonial Hong
Kong was the nexus of Eastern and Western commercial trade. They
are also the lost treasure of a veritable dynasty of commercial printers,
the Kwan family.

Artist Kwan Chuk Lam (also known as Lamqua) settled in
Hong Kong in 1845, where he established the “Handsome Face
Painter” shop that produced advertisements for the China trade. These
were mostly portraits of a generic quality, created in the romantic style
of his teacher, the English mannerist painter George Chinnery, and
used to promote a wide range of imports and exports. The flourishing
business was handed down to Kwan Chuk Lam’s descendants, the
most notable being Kwan Wai Nung, who during the 1920s was hailed
as the “King of Calendar Art,” for his distinctive portraits, mostly of
beautiful women, that combined traditional Chinese brush painting
with European art Moderne stylizing. He learned his craft from
Western sources as well as the “Mustard Seed Garden Manual,” an
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eighteenth-century Chinese guide that taught artists drawing and com-
position. Kwan Wai Nung was also the art director of the South China
Morning Post, although he left in 1915 to found the Asiatic
Lithographic Printing Press Ltd., which introduced five-color chro-
molithography to China.

Prolific is not a descriptive enough word to characterize Kwan
Wai Nung’s immense output. Over a twenty-year period, by his own
hand or under his direction, he produced thousands of individual
images. Each, however, conformed to a similar formula. Every model
was elegantly dressed, purposefully posed, and colorfully painted in a
romantically realistic manner. The models’ demure yet sultry eyes
rarely looked directly at the viewer. And Kwan preferred three domi-
nant motifs: the single woman (known as “calendar girls”), tw<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>