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Introduction

Club flyers are disposable pieces of paper or card which are distributed to promote
club nights. Having originated in the late 1980s, they are quite a recent phenomenon
and so present a relatively fresh and as yet largely undocumented design genre. In this
thesis, I hope to discuss the design of flyers with reference to Dublin clubs.

Although I was eager to write a thesis on this subject, I had considerable diffi-
culty finding written source material. British club culture is in general reasonably well-
documented, however, little has been written purely about its flyers and I found only
two rather sparse books and a handful of articles on the subject. Documentation of
Dublin’s club culture is considerably less - and any mention of its flyers virtually non-
existent. To date, the most attention Dublin flyers appear to have received are two pub-
lished articles and a small exhibition with accompanying short leaflet.

I sought information from live sources instead, and interviewed two people that
I thought could help. The first person was Luke Clancy, freelance journalist and, to my
mind, the only writer in Dublin to have taken any real notice of flyers so far.

Secondly, 1 spoke to Tonie Walsh, longtime DJ and club-runner in Dublin since the
early 1980s, who has often been involved in the design and production of flyers.

[ would also like to note how I amassed the flyers discussed in this thesis.
Creating an amalgam of three peoples’ quite substantial flyer collections, I then viewed
approximately 800 Dublin flyers. It must be remembered that flyers as a whole are
simply a mass of coloured pieces of card or paper. They are produced from many dif-
ferent sources and come in no particular order. Flyers have never been ‘catalogued’ as
such, but float freely about, bearing no apparent relation to one another. What I
attempted to do in this thesis was to thoroughly examine a collection of flyers and to
divide them up into some kind of order. Grouping together any flyers which appeared
to have a common theme, I found that certain points did emerge, and I created a struc-
ture based around these points. The examples I use then have all been selected to typi-
fy a larger group of flyers. While certainly not claiming to have seen every flyer in
Dublin, I hope that this thesis is at least based on a roughly representative cross-section
of flyers of the past decade or so.

A few terms need to be defined. ‘Club flyers’ of course relates to ‘clubs’ and
‘dance music’. This music was originally called ‘rave’, however this term has now
been updated and replaced by an array of new and differing genres. For the sake of this
thesis, I propose to refer to all such music under the umbrella term of ‘dance music’.

The word ‘club’ is more difficult to define. A club is of course a place or venue, e.g.






the System club on South Anne Street. However, a ‘club’ can also mean any night
which is run with regularity, e.g. the ‘Honey’ club every Friday at the System club. To
avoid confusion, I propose to place inverted commas around the names of such ‘float-
ing’ clubs and not around the names of venues, e.g. ‘Honey’ at the System. Finally, it
needs to be noted that such floating clubs or ‘nights’ can move from venue to venue
while keeping their identity intact. If the organisers of ‘Honey’ were to move to the
POD, for example, the night would then be called the ‘Honey’ club at the POD.

With regard to what source material I did find, I have attempted to base this
thesis on the writings of Clancy, the comments of Walsh, and the writings of two fur-
ther authors, Stephen Kingston and Michael Dooley. The latter two authors deal with
British and American flyers respectively, but I found that they made some very intelli-
gent and perceptive comments which could equally relate to Dublin flyers. It is howev-
er a reflection on Dublin flyers that overseas writing is also applicable to them.
Overall indeed, I found Dublin flyers to be disappointingly similar to those abroad -
particularly their English cousins, and this is something I will discuss.

[ would like to begin by briefly outlining the history of club culture, both gen-
erally and in Dublin. I hope then to look at the origin and function of flyers and how
they are created. After this, I will discuss what techniques are used in designing flyers,
and look at the imagery which I have found on them. Taking this further, I hope then to
look at particularly experimental flyer design. On a different tack, I wish to discuss
clubland’s links with the corporate enviroment and how this affects flyers. I hope then
to examine the relationship between flyers, clubbers, and clubs. Finally, I would like to

make a few notes on the recent trends of collecting and exhibiting flyers.






Chapter 1. A Brief History of both General and Dublin Club Culture

In this section, I hope to briefly outline the history of club culture and a history of

Dublin club culture. I would like to divide it into two sections;

- A General History of Club Culture
- A History of Dublin Club Culture

A General History of Club Culture

‘Dance music’ as we know it today began as something called House. These
were gay black records form New York and Chicago. During the early 1980s, such
records were gradually imported to Europe and particularly to Britain. They had “stark
[and] geometric” rhythms, were very suited to dancing, and by 1986 or so had become
very popular (Collin, 1996, p.111). As the demand for House music exceeded
American supply, people then began to grab the latest tools to hand (e.g. samplers and
synthesisers) and create their own versions of House. At this time, a new drug was also
becoming popular. This was called Ecstasy and was very conducive to dancing. Drug
and music fused together in roughly 1988 and ‘Acid House’ was born, later to be
renamed ‘Rave’.

The original ‘raves’ were “hurriedly arranged” and held in disused warehouses
or country fields after dark (Savage, 1995, p.8). Such events were usually illegal; as
was the consumption of Ecstasy, and rave became the subject of much public suspi-
cion. Laws were introduced to thwart such ‘outlaw’ events e.g. Britain’s
‘Entertainments Act’ of 1989 (Collins, 1996, p.111). Rave culture then simply migrated
into more licensed venues and came then to be called ‘club culture’. Its original under-
ground feel has in a sense never been lost however, and Ted Polhemus describes mid-
1990s club culture as being “at heart secretive, cliquey...and under the carpet”
(Polhemus, 1996, p. 75).

Dance music has changed along with the rave movement with its music-makers
having begun to push it in many different directions from 1990 onwards. ‘Rave’ then
split into a myriad of factions such as ‘hardcore’, ‘techno’, ‘ambient’, ‘trance’, and so
on, and it continues to change and subdivide today. Such fracturing is a key factor in
explaining how dance music has survived for so long. Instead of running along one tra-

jectory and then dying out, it has instead been continually reborn since 1988 and so






could be called “a self-regenerating virus, perennially diversifying and mutating into

unexpected shapes and forms”(Collin, 1996, p. 110).

A History of Dublin Club Culture

The earliest “underground dance club” in Dublin was the Hirschfield Gay
Community Centre in Temple Bar (Ni R., 1996, Walsh interview, part 1). The centre
ran a disco to raise funds which was called ‘Flikkers’ and began in 1979 (see diagram,
fig.1.0). Through this club, the first House records were imported to Ireland. The next
‘dance’ club to open in Dublin was Sides in Dame Street in 1986, followed by Shaft in
Ely Place in approximately 1987. Both these clubs were gay, but in the late 1980s a
more mixed crowd began to attend for the music. Walsh notes that such clubs also wit-
nessed the first arrivals of Ecstasy on Irish shores, being brought in via “well-travelled
gays” (Ni R., 1996, Walsh interview, part 1). There was little interest in producing fly-
ers at this time, and the clubs used only very basic photocopies to circulate information
(fig. 1.1).

In my research, I have found it generally agreed that dance music really
exploded into Ireland’s national consciousness around the turn of 1990. No one seems
to be able to precisely account for it, however, it appears to have been the result of two
factors, the growing popularity of the early House clubs, combined with the arrival of
‘rave’ from England. Raves were then hastily organised around Dublin city centre, in
venues such as the Mansion House and the Olympic Ballroom, along with the estab-
lished dance clubs now being “stuffed”” with people (Ni R., 1996, Walsh interview, part
1) Flyers of this era had also considerably changed from the earlier photocopies, being
now better printed and using computer-generated imagery (fig. 1.2).

Although Sides, Shaft, and such clubs continued to host busy nights, both the
Mansion House and Olympic raves were stopped after a time. Such activity had how-
ever “proved” that there existed a Dublin audience, “ready, willing, and able” to sup-
port new clubs and venues, and Dublin clubland now entered a new phase (Carroll &
McKervey, 1996, p.1). New dance clubs began to open one after another, such as the
Columbia Mills on Sir John Rogerson’s Quay in April 1993, followed in rapid succes-
sion by the POD on Harcourt Street, Ri-Ra in Dame Court, and the Ormond
Multimedia Centre and the Temple of Sound, both on Ormond Quay. The Kitchen then
opened in Temple Bar in 1994, followed by the System on South Anne Street, and the
Mean Fiddler on Wexford Street both in 1995. Collectives were also being set up;
groups of people running nights around the city, such as ‘Sin Sin’ and the ‘Horny
Organ Tribe’, of which Walsh was a member. With all this new activity, the Dublin

club scene began to grow very competitive, and the era of more expensive and colour-






Fig. 1.0: Diagram of Clubs in Dublin
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Early Flyers
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Fig. 1.1: Flyer for ‘Flikkers’ at the Hirschfield Centre
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Fig. 1.2: Flyer for ‘Earth’ at the Olympic Ballroom






ful flyers began.

Flyers for a long-running club such as the ‘UFO’ provide a fascinating micro-
cosm of 1990s Dublin club history. The “UFO’ dates back to pre-POD and Ri-Ra days,
having been a once-a-week night run in the Rock Garden in Temple Bar. The flyers
from this time (fig. 1.3) are rather inky photocopies which look crowded and rather
difficult to read. The photocopies then improved, becoming simpler and using more
memorable imagery (figs. 1.4 and 1.5). Within a year or so, the flyers had become
upgraded to colour printouts, signifying the increasing amount of money being spent
on them (fig. 1.6). In 1994/5 ‘UFO’ then moved to the larger Columbia Mills and
began to employ a professional designer (Aidan Grennell) for the flyers. The flyers
have now undergone a revolution: no longer wobbly photocopies, they are printed on
quality card and feature fractal imagery and deep colours (fig. 1.7). ‘UFO’ then
changed its name to ‘Alien’ and its flyers of the past year have featured complex, com-
puter-generated Aliens (fig. 1.8). In this way one can virtually read a history of club-
land from its flyers.

We have seen then, how club culture in general began, and how it later arrived
in Ireland. I consider that Dublin clubland has so far followed a more or less upward
trajectory from the 1970s until today, and we have looked at how this has been visibly

reflected in its flyers.
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Flyers for UFO/Alien

Fig. 1.3: Flyer for ‘UFO’ at the Rock Garden

Fig. 1.4: Flyer for ‘UFO’ at the Rock Garden
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Fig. 1.6: Flyer for ‘UFQO’ at the Rock Garden

Fig. 1.7: Flyer for ‘UFO’ at the Columbia Mills
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Fig. 1.8: Flyer for ‘Alien’ at the Columbia Mills






Chapter 2. A look at the Origin, Function, and Creation of Flyers

In this section, I hope to look briefly at how flyers ‘come into being’. I would like to
discuss this under the following headings:

- From Where Does the Flyer Originate and What Is Its Function?
- Where Is the Flyer to be Found?
- Who Creates the Flyer?

From Where Does the Flyer Originate and What Is Its Function?

Flyers are not confined purely to club culture; Savage notes that many compa-
nies offering services (e.g. pizza delivery) have long been distributing flyers, and that
the flyer has been used in the ‘pop’ scene since the 1960s. I consider, however, that the
word ‘flyer’ has become mostly linked with the club scene in recent years. The reasons
for this appear to be twofold: firstly, the sheer colour and magnificence of club flyers,
and, secondly, because club culture was effectively built upon the use of flyers. As we
saw, many early rave events were illegal, and flyers provided a very effective means of
broadcasting information about them at short notice, e.g. fig. 2.0. Although club cul-
ture of course later became less ‘outlawed’, Savage notes that “a context and urgency
for this form” had been permanently established (Savage, 1995, p. 8)

We know then that the basic function of a flyer is to provide information about
a club night. This information can vary, however , from ‘teaser’ flyers which merely
hint at a forthcoming event (fig. 2.1), to ‘calendar’ flyers which map out a venue’s
plans for the month (fig. 2.2). Flyers also frequently offer concessions on a club’s door
price, and in a competitive scene of established clubs, have come to offer less “vital’
information than to be a statement of a club’s ‘style’, which will be further discussed
later.

Where Is the Flyer to be Found?

At first glance, flyers would appear to be distributed “at street level” (Roche,

1996, p. 32). However, much of clubland’s original “clandestine’ attitude still remains,

and closer examination reveals that flyers are not cast about quite so freely (Dooley,
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1993, p.45). Polhemus, I feel, paraphrases club-runners’ attitudes very well, saying:

“You’ve got this little...club you’re running in some magnificently obscure
venue. You want a lot of people to know about it, but...you don’t want just anybody to
know. How do you narrowcast this information to the right people?”” (Polhemus, 1996,
p72).

The solution is of course for flyers to be placed in very particular places, e.g.
fashionable clothing and music shops, and pubs. Dublin examples of these would be
‘Makullas’ clothing shop on Wicklow Street or the ‘Globe’ pub on George’s Street.
Such places are frequented by a young and “keyed-up” clientele (Polhemus, 1996,
p.72). Measures such as these are taken to even greater heights by club-runner Phillip
Sallon in Britain, who tells of his flyers being produced from under shop counters, if a
person is deemed “sufficiently interesting”, thus giving his club a real sense of exclu-
sivity (Polhemus, 1996, p. 75). Equally, in Dublin, the POD are described by Clancy as
having “a database of suitable customers who are regularly targeted by direct mail”
(Clancy', 1995, p. 3). The flyer thus becomes less of a quick handout than a carefully-
addressed invitation. All of these examples prove then that the flyer is very carefully
aimed at a specific sector of the population, and that it could almost double as as
“membership card” to the club scene (Rose, 1992, p. 38).

Who Creates the Flyer?

Flyers are the product of a “consultation between the club promoter and design-
er’, according to Walsh (Ni R., 1996, Walsh interview, part 1). However, the term
‘designer’ appears to be a loose one in clubland. “A knowledge of the Mac and an inti-
mate understanding of the music, rather than formal design training are the vital quali-
fications,” says Roche (Roche, 1996, p. 33). Flyers then are designed by “rank ama-
teurs and seasoned pros alike” (Dooley, 1993, p. 42). Such freedom of design has obvi-
ously varied results, as we will see later, but it is at least commendable for creating a
“democracy” within design and allowing a certain freedom to exist (Roche, 1996, p.
33).

Such freedom for anybody to create flyers is in fact endemic of a general
“D.I.Y.” attitude in clubland (Plant, 1993, p. 7). This is something I find particularly
interesting about club culture; that it encourages a very group-oriented creativity and
is, in the words of Plant, “a scene produced by everyone in general and no-one in par-
ticular” (Plant, 1993, p.7). Such a ‘starless’ environment to my mind is primarily
responsible for the wide variety of imagery and exciting design to be found on flyers;

in the absence of ‘stars’, the designers’ imaginations can take centre stage.

This chapter has looked then at how club culture has made the flyer in a sense
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uniquely its own. We have seen that the primary function of a flyer is to broadcast
information but that such information is very much ‘narrowcasted’ to a small and
select group of people. We have also noted that strict rules do not apply in relation to
who designs flyers, and we have considered that this is in fact endemic of a certain
boundary-free creativity in club culture.
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Chapter 3. A Discussion of the Techniques Employed in Designing Flyers

In this section, I hope to explore how the flyer is created and what techniques are
involved. Flyer design in the main consists of two elements: image and type. I hope to
look at /mage under the sections:

- Hand-Created Artwork
- Computer-Generated Artwork
- Sampling

and Type under the sections:

- Purely Typographic Solutions
- Interesting use of Typography

Image
Hand-Created Artwork

Although flyer design in most peoples’ minds is associated with computer-gen-
erated images, hand-created artwork is also used and I found quite a high incidence of
this on Dublin flyers. Hand-crafted imagery is explainable enough on early flyers, hav-
ing been necessary, as clubs were not able to afford computer technology. An example
of this would be the ‘Sheela-na-Gig’ flyer produced by a 1993-era Horny Organ Tribe
(fig. 3.0). Walsh tells me that all the H.O.T. had access to at the time was a Gestetner
machine which printed only three colours. The H.O.T. then had the idea of hi-jacking
the ‘Sheela’ image and blurring all three colours for fun, so that the image became
three-dimensional when viewed through coloured glasses, thus creating a very amusing
flyer (N1 R., 1996, Walsh interview, part 2).

In more recent years, however, hand-created artwork has continued to be used,
only now as a stylish option. A notable example of this is the series of ‘Willpower’ fly-
ers for Ri-Ra (figs. 3.1, 3.2). Created by David Begley, these flyers feature feisty and
energetic figures, rendered in Begley’s individual style. Moreover, these flyers also
boast a very individual colour scheme; compared with the general synthetic colours of

clubland (pink, blue, bright green...), Begley’s artwork is full of deep rusts, sea-greens,
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and sombre dark blues. Another example of signature artwork are the flyers produced
by Niall Sweeney for the ‘Gag’ club (figs. 3.3, 3.4), which are graceful line drawings
on plain copper backgrounds. We see then that hand-created artwork can be used on

flyers with a modern and engaging effect.

Computer-Generated Artwork

Most of the imagery on flyers however, is computer-generated. As Savage
remarks, “What Xerox was to Punk, the Mac is to the flyer” (Savage, 1995, p. 9). As
we saw, much of flyer design is created by non-professionals. An American design
tutor, Mick Haggerty, makes what I feel are some valid comments about this: he says
that trained designers tend to be “puritanical” about the Mac, not wanting “the machine
to design for them,” but that flyer designs are often “completely computer-driven, and
the people who do them take complete delight in that” (Dooley, 1993, pp. 49-51).
Obviously, this could result in some very poor design, but enjoyable work is also pro-
duced. I consider a ‘Surreal’ flyer, designed by Paul O’Donoghue, to be a case in point
(fig. 3.5). It is an ultra-saturated, warped image of a sky with various objects floating
in it. The picture was obviously constructed and manipulated in a program such as
Photoshop, and in its ‘surrealism’, perfectly fits the flyer’s title. Less successful would
be flyers such as for the Boardwalk club (fig. 3.6) or ‘State of Independence’ (fig. 3.7),
where both flyers look over-computerised, lack definition, and are much less appeal-
ing.

Another designer who does produce effective computer-generated artwork is
Aidan Grennell. His work includes a flyer for the POD (fig. 3.8) and of course the fly-
ers for ‘UFO / Alien’. Clancy calls such flyers as fig. 3.8 a “glaring collage of CAT
scans”, but it is for this very reason that I like Grennell’s work (Clancy’, 1995, p. 3).
This flyer is indeed a no-holds-barred assemblage of colours and shapes: anything and
everything appears to have been thrown into the mix, suggesting frequent and gleeful
use of the ‘Get Picture’ facility on the Mac. Again, other flyers also attempt this effect
but with less success, for example the flyer for ‘Nofo’ (fig. 3.9), which looks merely
rather garbled and uncommunicative. It must at least however be said of all such flyers
that they do exemplify the spirit of taking certain delight in the Mac facilities, or as
Rose puts it: “Go in and grab those new technologies by the balls!” (Rose, 1992, p.
25).
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Computer-Generated Artwork
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Sampling

After computer-generated imagery, clubland is also renowned for its hi-jacking
of images created by others, for example logos and photographs. Indeed, Dooley, when
describing the techniques of flyer creation cites a “Mac complete with...scanner” as
essential to the process (Dooley, 1993, p. 42). Scanners are of course the means of
pulling images in from any source, almost like colour-copying into the computer. Gehr
speaks of the “kleptomania” of club culture in general, which brings us to an interest-
ing point: the use of appropriated images on flyers neatly mirrors the sampled sounds
of the music they advertise, the scanner being in effect the visual equivalent of a sam-
pler (Gehr, 1988, p. 16). Of course, in the case of both the music and visual imagery,
such sampling is usually illegal. The non-authorship of flyers then becomes particular-
ly relevant in the area of copyright. “Through their anonymity,” observes Burgoyne,
“the designers protect themselves from the full weight of [any] corporation coming
down on them...for using an image without permission” (Burgoyne, 1994, p. 46).

Visual sampling appears to divide into two categories: ‘straight’ sampling, and
sampling and then manipulating images. ‘Straight’ sampling is when an image is lifted
wholesale. Examples of this are the ‘Superman’ symbol (fig. 3.10), a flyer which pla-
giarises the entire poster design for the film ‘Trainspotting’ (fig. 3.11), and the
Michelin Man for ‘UFQO’ as we saw earlier (fig. 1.5). More cautious, however, are the
designers who use an image but attempt to “warp” it “beyond the realm of copyright
infringement” (Dooley, 1993, p. 42). One example of this is a ‘Cybernia’ flyer (fig.
3.12) designed by O’Donoghue (who designed the ‘Surreal’ flyer). The image of a ban-
knote has been ‘borrowed’; however the monetary value has been carefully reversed,
the lettering changed, and also the lady’s face “morphed” (Ni R., Walsh interview, part
2). However, according to Walsh, these changes were still not sufficient and Dublin’s
Central Bank contacted the club’s organisers and requested the flyer be withdrawn.
Another flyer to sample official imagery was the H.O.T.’s ‘Organ Donor Card’ (fig.
3.13). This entirely copies the format of the original (fig. 3.14) but wittily substitutes
its own wording. As Walsh, joint creator of the flyer, reasons, “You doff your cap to
something that’s gone before, but get fun out of it” (Ni R., 1996, Walsh interview, part
2

Flyers indeed appear to have a predilection for stealing images from the past
rather than the present. Roche notes how eras such as the 1960s hold a certain fascina-
tion for designers (e.g. figs. 3.15 and 3.16), along with old film stars (e.g. Marlene
Dietrich, fig. 3.17, and Audrey Hepburn, fig. 3.18) (Roche, 1996, p. 38). Nor is ‘high
art’ safe, when the System features an old master (fig. 3.19) and the Temple of Sound a
rather futuristic-looking train (fig. 3.20). But why would the future-obsessed club
scene travel through the past for its imagery? Rose offers the explanation that such fly-
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Sampled Imagery
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Sampled Imagery from the Past

Fig. 3.15: Flyer for ‘Stereotype’
at the Mean Fiddler
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ers are “inventing new versions of the classics”, and perhaps this is true (Rose, 1995,
p. 10). The ‘Bugged Out’ flyer (fig 3.16) for example, uses a very ‘techno’ typeface
and lurid colours to give its beehived image a modern twist. Savage’s reasoning, how-
ever, is darker and more complex. He attributes such sampling to a form of end-of-mil-
lennium panic, describing flyers as “mincing up images of the past into a whirligig,
millennial dance” (Savage, 1995, p. 10). Further than this, flyers could perhaps be
commenting, or indeed capitalising on the jaded eye of the 1990s clubber. In an age of
information overload, perhaps the designers feel that any image at all can be cast
before clubbers and that they will understand it - or perhaps not even feel the need to
seek any meaning from it. Either way, once-seminal images are now printed on card
and tossed around pub tables. I find confirmation of such possible reasons for historic
visual sampling by Plant, who writes “The club scene...tends to commodify the most
radical gestures of its ancestry...leaving the messages beh<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>