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INTRODUCTION

Graphic design was born in the 1920s, and is the child of Modernism.
The pioneers in the field were primarily artists, architects and writers who,
because: of their democratic ethos and their desire to fuse art and technology
applied themselves-and their work to print. This way they could reach the
masses who had previously been oblivious to contemporary art. Graphic
design seemed to be the common denominator through which all other forms

of creative expression could be translated.

Piet Zwart was an architect by trade but he was also a skillful
typographer. He designed everything from buildings to typefaces and
stamps, and described himself as a ‘typotect’. El Lissitzky was a painter, an
architect, and a graphic designer. His ‘Prouns’ were typographic experiments
in space, influenced greatly by the Supremetist paintings of Malevich.
Perhaps the first ‘graphic designer’ in the modern sense was Jan Tschichold.
He was trained as a calligrapher and printer. When he first came across the
typography of the Bauhaus and Constructivists he became an instant convert.
His 1928 book, Die Neue Typographie, was aimed at others in the printing
trade, the nearest thing to graphic design at the time. Its effect
was tremendous and all across Europe the technique pioneered by
the Constructivist Avant-Garde crept into the mainstream. The craft of
typography was revitalised, due on the one hand to these pioneers inventing
new ways of composing and designing type. On the other hand, in order to
defend itself, classical typography was forced to snap out of its lethargy

or become obsolete.

Since then, design has never been quite as exciting, nor perhaps as
effective. The machine age was at its height and the artists of the day
reflected that. The word ‘Prouns’ that El Lissitzky used to describe his work

was an acronym for ‘Project for the Affirmation of the New.’ Sans serif
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typefaces such as Futura were designed along strict geometric grids.
Function was the priority and form followed. All aspects of design were
considered. The Bauhaus remains one of the most influential typographic

sources today, and all expressive typography owes much to its approach.

Graphic design began as a highly principled medium for communication.
By the 1980s however, this had been corrupted into little more than a style.
Design has been abused greatly both by designers and by clients. Since the
1920s it has lost or forgotten its purpose which was surely communication.
The saturation of our streets with corporate logos amounts to nothing more
than pollution. To be effective in this environment a logo has to be big and
instantly recognisable. This hardly requires great skill on the designer’s part.
The only message that is communicated is ‘We are IBM and we’re here
to stay!’, or something similar. This is not simply a question of professional
ethics. The whole medium suffers. Design is suffering a tremendous
corporate hangover. Multinationals tend to have a faceless approach to
their presentation. Their logos reveal nothing about the functions of
the group and are used generally to bully people into accepting the

corporation's opinion of itself (7. p.45).

This mentality has wormed its way into the minds of both clients and
designers. There is a plethora of meaningless logos flaunted shamelessly
every time we open a newspaper or take a walk down the high Street.
The intelligence of the 1920s has been replaced by stylistic gimmickry.
Dynamic design has been replaced by ‘professionalism’ and craftsmanship.
The accepted priority of both clients and designers is that the product must
simply look good. Tastes apparently are more conservative now than ever
before. Modern design spread like wildfire in the 1920s and 1930s. Good
design was sought out by all kinds of clients, including large corporate firms.
The use of this was to present the client as a confident, forward-looking

business. These days the confidence of a firm is measured by the size and
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weight of their logo. Optimism or advancement is almost invariably
reflected, not in the use of something new, but by arrows incorporated into
their logo. It is considered adventurous to have gimmicky type - never mind
that it is generally irrelevant. It’s not that all design is bad - it isn’t, but even
among the most respected of designers there are only a very few who do not

practice this sort of meaningless imagery.

In the late 20th century communication is needed more than ever and
design simply isn’t providing it. Visual glibness is more desirable than
‘gutsy’ ideas. This is not solely due to the clients who commission the work.
There can be no doubt that clients are conservative but this is the fault of the
designers too. Design has ceased experimenting. All that we see are
countlessre-interpretations of the same ideas and formats. It has been decided
what designs should look like and if it worked for the first sixty years then

why not for sixty more?

The culmination of staleness of the design process must have been the
International or Swiss design style. Based largely on the Bauhaus and De
Stijl movements the Swiss style evolved as a watered down, inoffensive
formula. One of the goals of the Bauhaus had been to create an international
style. Unfortunately when this was achieved it became apparent that this was
nothing better than bland. The use of white space and rigid formats may have
been appealing for a while and there is no doubt that many of the Swiss
designers produced some really great work, which is partly why this style
was so imitated, but in the end the format was too confined. Although it was
accessible to the viewer, it was ultimately a lowest common denominator
form of communication. The Swiss typefaces that were designed at the time
are at once the most common sans serif typefaces and the most appallingly
dull ones. I believe that the Swiss style is the watershed before which design
experimented with images, style, type and formats and after which it has

become increasingly formulaic. Graphic design was separated more
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completely from other creative disciplines than ever before. It was seen as a
collection of production skills such as layout and typography, which could
be taught. There is no longer any theory taught in schools - history yes, but

design theory no! The universities and colleges teaching design are at fault.

The 1980s are infamous as the style decade. This was graphics in the
throes of a serious illness. Designers lacked any goals. Fashion became more
relevant that real impact. Shops and firms wanted to look trendy and
designers were more than happy to indulge in some meaningless and
insubstantial style. The gurus of design were not intellectual experimenters
who approached design in a different manner but the art directors of style
magazines such as i-D and The Face. Neville Brody of The Face was
particularly imitated. His design, far from being modern, hailed back to the
Constructivists and to later Modernists such as Bradbury Thompson, an
American magazine designer of the 1940s and 1950s. Brody disliked being
plagiarized so blatantly and constantly updated and revised his style,
resorting to hand rendered type in an attempt to make his work less
accessible. This only provided the model for a glut of hand drawn type to
appear. Design became superficial and irrelevant - and therefore changeable.
Styles would alter radically so that what had been an acceptable logo last

year was already looking outmoded.

There is nothing remotely wrong with style. It is probably an
indispensable element of visual communications. Certainly the Bauhaus had
a style as do Pentagram, who have produced some of the most successful
and creative design of late Modernism. Even the most ‘styleless’ of forms,
that of Swiss typography and design, was guided by an aesthetic belief and
was instantly recognisable. The designers of the 1980s however, had no
aesthetic belief. They wandered promiscuously from trend to trend not

looking for a direction so much as waiting to have one pointed out to them.
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Indeed, there seems to be a parallel between the state of design in the
1980s and in the pre-Bauhaus years. The state of the medium is a mess.
There are plenty of good, or at least potentially good designers. Most
however, seem content to give nothing more than is expected, whereas what
is needed is an injection of new ideas and new potential. Thankfully there are
a few avant-garde designers. The most courageous and innovative of these
is April Greiman, the Los Angeles-based Postmodemist. She is a leader of
what has been termed ‘new wave’ graphics. A central process vital to her
work is that of layering. She superimposes and juxtaposes images often
contrasting in meaning, for example male / female or dream / waking
imagery (8, p.13). Her work is unashamedly introspective. Much of her work
makes direct reference to the art of Zen, which she constantly cites as an

influence (she does live in California after all).

April Greiman is also a highly ‘technological’ designer. She was one of
the first to adopt the Macintosh computer wholeheartedly, and has remained
at the forefront of computer-generated imagery. She allows her images and -
more revolutionary still - her type, to be broken up and ‘bit-mapped’ by the
computer. Texture is very important to her work and in fact she prefers
the ‘rawness’ of the imperfect computer-manipulated textures of the
Macintosh to the more sophisticated high-resolution equipment available
today. Nonetheless, much of her work is generated on those machines to
which she adds the lower grade images. She has half-jokingly remarked, ‘if

it works - it’s obsolete.’ (12, p.16).

Many designers react very strongly to her style. Most don’t like it. She is
constantly challenging the mainstream. She has consistently produced some
of the most subversive images and typography of the past decade. Perhaps
Greiman is the only leading designer who isn’t afraid of the technology
which design is more and more coming to rely upon. I believe that there

exists a very close parallel between April Greiman and the Bauhaus pioneers
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of the 1920s. There are numerous areas in which their goals and techniques
are either similar or reacting to similar stimuli. Firstly, I see her as reacting
to the profusion of misdirected, incompetent, non-communicative design.
It is not that bad design didn’t exist before the 1980s - but simply that it had
never before been acceptable. Secondly, her love affair with the computer
reflects the goals of the Bauhaus who wished to glorify all that was modern.
Thirdly, her withdrawal from the accepted format of modernism, her
seeming aversion to ‘instant accessibility’ and her personal -textural - textual

approach lend her theoretical credence, if not quite artistic acceptance.

This new aesthetic deliberately alters the effects of design. It must be
perceived differently. Greiman is accused of taking things too far; making
her message too obscure. Is the layering of images akin to the media ‘white
out’ of the late 20th century where we are presented with a glut of data and
almost no information? Is it more desirable to present one solid piece of
instantly accessible information than to juxtapose images and meaning? Do
these contrasting styles fulfil different functions? Does anybody bother to
decipher the layers in an April Greiman poster? If they don’t, does it matter?
The Postmodernists are not the first to juxtapose images. One of the classic
solutions in visual communication is the visual rhetoric or pun. Perhaps it is
because juxtaposition is at once a highly effective way of communicating
and at the same time an overused, hackneyed technique that the need is felt

to subvert it.
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THE RISE AND FALL oF GRAPHIC DESIGN.

MODERNISM

Commercial art was not dreamt up in the 20th century. Obviously there
Typography has existed for thousands of years. Books were being designed
in the Sth century and artists such as Toulouse-Lautrec were producing
posters in the last century. The medium of design however, wasn’t
considered until the advent of Modernism in the early 1900s. Until then
commercial art was less art and more craft. By this I mean that it required a
form of manual skill as opposed to creativity. There was an established
way of working and the end result adhered to a strict style that remained
constant, regardless of whether the designed object was a book, a poster
or a newspaper advertisement. The forms that had been established in the
15th and 16th centuries had mimicked those of calligraphy, and were handed
down from generation to generation of craftsmen. The classic
form of symmetry was considered dogma by those responsible for design,

mostly printers.

Arguably, by the late 19th and early 20th centuries, even the craft
element had virtually disappeared from commercial art (19 p.11). Somehow
commercial artists at the turn of the century had forgotten their skills. Type
was treated clumsily with scant regard paid to ensuring readability. Coherent
word-spacing was deemed less important than fitting more and more text
onto a page. Type sizes were inconsistent with the significance of the text.
Classic fonts which had been designed by masters and which are among the
most legible ever seen were rendered unreadable by such inconsiderate
handling. Also there was rarely any consistency of typefaces used, with
numerous different fonts and styles appearing in close proximity. The effect
was not unlike that of the ‘Evening Press’ today, cluttered, unattractive and

despite the obligatory nods towards symmetry, lacking any balance. It was

10
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from the reaction of the Modemists to this mindless approach to printing that

graphic design evolved.

Not surprisingly, the rise of Modernism is well documented. Since the
publication of Marinetti’s Futurist manifesto in ‘Le Figaro’ in 1909,
Modernism wholeheartedly embraced print as an unsurpassable medium of
mass communication. In this radical statement it was announced that from
then on the page would be approached in a far more painterly manner. It
would become yet another medium through which the artist could express

his / her ideas.

The book will be the futurist expression of our futurist consciousness. I
am against what is known as the harmony of a setting. When necessary
we shall use three of four columns to a page and twenty different typefaces.
We shall represent hasty perceptions in italic and express a scream in
bold type...a new painterly typographic representation will be born on the
printed page (19, p15).

The page had officially been liberated. Naturally the people to take note
were other artists, not tradesmen. Nonetheless, a long period of innovation
and exploration had begun. The poet Guillaume Apollinaire produced
calligrammes - poems whose structure was as relevant as their words. The
poem ‘La Cravate’ is written in the shape of a neck tie and ‘Il Pleut’ is
graphically represented by lines of downward falling type. The Dadaists also
began to use typography in entirely new expressive ways. The words they
wrote were often meaningless, yet the forms of their ‘designs’ carried all the
meaning intended. They were disillusioned with art. They were angry with
their governments. Their deconstructive poetry and images expressed their

anarchic sentiments perfectly.

Although the Dadaists were undoubtedly radically left wing in outlook,
they were not as democratic in their socialism as the Russian Constructivists
and Suprematists. These artists were the first to systematically explore the

potential of the printed page, be it a poster, a book or an advertisement. The

11
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socialist element of their work was very important to them and they regarded
mass production techniques not as a desecration of art but as a
democratisation of it. It was in many ways a reaction to the staleness of the
art world, communicated through galleries and salons, remote from the
proletariat. By adopting the channels of mass communication they hoped to
wield an influence on society and bring the qualities of art into people’s lives
in a tangible way. Many of them believed that the more practical art forms,
such as graphic design and architecture were of more importance and
relevance to people’s lives than painting or sculpture. Even so, Kasmir
Malevich’s Supremetist compositions had overwhelming impact on the
emerging art form. His reductionist theories, his use of primary colours and

strong geometric shapes were often imitated.

What all facets of Modernism, Cubism and De Stijl, had in common was
the “search for the new form” (15, p.19). The process of art was considered
obsolete. Its purpose or its form therefore, had to change. The abstract
paintings of Picasso and Mondrian, for example, were so radically different
to the paintings of previous centuries that their evaluation of art had to be
altered. Theirs was a deliberately elitist form, inaccessible to anyone
unfamiliar with abstract art. Another reaction was to alter the purpose of art.
Huyssen argues that the democratic wing of Modernism was not Modernist
but Avant-Garde art (9, p.31). However, I see the move towards mass
production of Huyssen’s Avant-Garde more as the democratic wing of
Modernism. Fine artists invaded the territory of commercial artists and
brought with them concepts and forms similar to those of ‘High Modernism’.

In doing so, they invented a new art form.

The belief in things new was entire. It entailed not merely a new goal and
anew form but also the manipulation of new technology, and the expression
of it. The machine age was evoked by the constant use of geometrical

elements, grids, photography, rules and perhaps most importantly -

12
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dynamism (illus. 1). For the first time since the invention of printing
published material was exciting. Type and images were set at angles, in bold
colours and with a kinetic use of layout. The nineteenth century approach
of centred typography and layouts based on book design was well and

truly usurped.

The most crucial step towards the foundation of graphic design came in
1919 when Walter Gropius founded the Bauhaus school in Weimar,
Germany. In this school the Constructivists and the De Stijl movements were
the strongest influences, but were added to a much more defined sense of
direction. Gropius’s goals were threefold. Firstly he intended to remove the
barriers between the various arts. Secondly he demanded exploration and
investigation of the new forms and ideas. Thirdly, his students were expected
to become accomplished craftsmen. ‘The artist is an exalted craftsman..
Jproficiency in his craft is essential to every artist.” (19, p.34). The Bauhaus
attracted such renowned figures as Paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky and Theo
Van Doesberg to its staff. Although these staff members shared the common
goal, that the artist of the 20th century should be as adept with the techniques
of mechanical reproduction as with the paintbrush, they had conflicting ideas
about the means to this end. Gropius espoused the theory that each student
should develop his or her own style and not have one imposed. Van
Doesberg, in contrast, believed that personal style was something to be

avoided.

In the end the objective outlook inspired by the Suprematists and the De
Stijl movements took hold. ‘For modern advertising and for the modern
exponent of form the undivided element - the artists “own touch” - is of
absolutely no consequence.’(El Lissitzky; 19, p.9). The dictum ‘Form
follows Function’ became firmly established as a guiding principle of the
school. They aspired to objectivity. It was believed that design entailed the

proper arrangement of only those elements vital to the piece. Ornamentation

13
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was therefore eschewed. Rationality was the means through which pure

communication would be achieved.

The Bauhaus was hugely successful during its relatively short lifetime. It
was one of the most radical experiments in art and design education and a
source of many revolutionary ideas. From the Weimar and Dessau schools
came design, both industrial and graphic. The Bauhaus was closed in 1933
when the Nazis came to power in Germany. The demise of the school
marked the end of the period of innovation enjoyed by modernism. From

then on consolidation not exploration was the priority (19, p.11).

This process of formalisation in graphic design had begun years before
the closing of the Dessau school. Jan Tschichold, although he had never been
associated with the Bauhaus or any other Modernist movement, was a highly
capable and ardent practitioner of the theories of Modernism. I see him in
many ways as the first modern ‘graphic designer’. He had no background in
‘art’, having been trained as a letterer and printer. Therefore, he was the first
specialist of the new movement, concerning himself almost entirely with
typography. Tschichold was also a more capable craftsman than most of his
contemporaries. Positioned as he was, halfway between the ‘Art’ wing of
design and the traditional ‘commercial’ end of design, he sought to unite
them. To this end he published a number of highly influential articles in
trade periodicals including a showcase of the typography work of El
Lissitzky. In 1928 he produced a book Die Neue Typographie (illus.2) in
which he made clear the aims of the modern movement. This book was
directed at the printers and jobbing artists who, at the time, were responsible
for almost all of the printed material produced. Unfortunately, The New
Typography concentrated entirely on form and craft and made no attempt at
all to promote the spirit of inquiry that had driven the Bauhaus. Nevertheless,
there were many throughout Europe who responded positively to the book
and it undoubtedly promoted the rapid acceptance for the styles of the

modern movement.

14
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3 SINGLE CASE ALPHABET, Jan Tschichold, 1929.
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Ironically, Tschichold, who had been so determined to convert the entire
medium of print to Modernism, reacted equally strongly against it. Shortly
before the outbreak of the Second World War he returned to a classical style.
He began to equate the dogmatic tone of Modernism with that of Fascism.
The fact that a number of experiments conducted by the Bauhaus ended in
failure also fueled his disillusionment. Their rejection of classic serif
typefaces in favour of ‘purer’ sans-serif fonts proved unnecessary, and in
many cases counter-productive. Serif fonts are more legible in text form than
sans serif fonts. Also the concept of a one case alphabet - with no capital
letters - was democratic and rational in theory but in practice it rendered text

more difficult to read. (illus.3)

Despite failures such as these, most of the theories proposed by the early
Modernists become established creed. For fifty years the style of the

Bauhaus evolved, and most of their design vocabulary is still in use today.

LATE MODERNISM

In the 1980s graphic design was in difficulties. The decade is notorious
as the time when style became more important than content. Although the
demise of graphic design is often blamed on commercialisation and while
narrow-minded clients always restrict designers, capable artists have always
been able to respond both to their clients’ needs and their own desires
to produce work of quality. If commercialisation is to blame then it is
because designers allowed the medium to be co-opted by capitalism. The
truth is that the medium lost sight of its original goals. The motive behind the
graphic design of the early 20th century was to bring art into fields that
affected life, including commerce. Only the incidental ideals of objectivity
and legibility and the desire to create an international style remained

however, by the1950s.

15
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The International (or Swiss) style was developed in Switzerland during
the late 1940s and 1950s. It was the ultimate in neutral design, striving for
forms that were clear, concise, unambiguous and devoid of any charisma. In
concept and practice it resembled a watered down Modernism. Avenues
opened up during the 1920s were not expanded upon but rather narrowed
down. The typographic freedom of the Bauhaus was constrained by a new
set of rules. Everything was cleaner and more technically perfect than before
but it was also less colourful, and visually less interesting. Objectivity was

sought but only neutrality was found. Neutrality is blandness.

This fact finally seemed to dawn on designers in the late 1970s. The
reaction was strong and instant. ‘Punk’ graphics lasted only a short while and
coincided with ‘punk’ rock music. Punk graphics rediscovered some of the
flexibility of the Bauhaus and some of the anger of Dada. When this ‘Neo-
Dadaesque’ revolution failed and died away graphics was left in the cold.
The high minded ‘artiness’ of the Bauhaus was long gone. Discredited now
too were the philosophies of minimalism and objectivity. Design was left

with no theoretical guidelines, no ethics and no rules.

In the ensuing chaos many designers ran for the cover of early
Modernism. Russell Mills, a British illustrator, emulated the techniques of
Kurt Schwitters and Marcel Duchamp (6, p.5). 8VO, a design house revived
the typography of the 1920s. More common however, was a cacophony of
senseless ideas and a rapid succession of styles as designers clutched
desperately at every straw available. Most of these straws were presented by
designers of magazines, most notably the British style publications The Face

and i-D.

The magazine is a peculiar medium. It is printed of course, but the format
is entirely flexible. Magazines tend to cover a wide range of vastly different

topics on every issue. Certainly, this is the case with The Face and its

16
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contemporaries. A single issue might address issues as diverse as art, music,
fashion and anything else remotely relevant to youth culture. This variety
lends the designer an incredible freedom. Neville Brody - art director of The
Face - took advantage of this liberty. He devised a flexible grid system to
ensure that the magazine functions visually as a coherent whole. He adhered
to the use of one typeface for the text throughout. His handling of headlines,
images and layout, on the other hand, was considered separately for each
article in the magazine. ‘Everything in The Face was reasoned; every single
mark was either an emotive response or a logical extension of the ideas.” (3,

p.96)

Neville Brody is one of the most accomplished craftsmen of today. The
Face is testimony to this fact. The layouts he designed are exemplary. His
inventive use of type is exciting and effective. It is by no means surprising
that he is much imitated. Brody apparently took much of his inspiration from
the early Modernists. He displayed a preference for sans-serif type and bold
colours. Often, his typographic experiments would be seen weeks later on
store fronts, book covers and in other magazines. This annoyed him so much
that he went out of his way to compose hand rendered headlines using fonts
of his own invention (illus.4). These too were poached as was his fondness
for punctuating text with bold graphic symbols. He denies any responsibility
for the stylistic promiscuity of 1980s graphics, claiming that he did not
indulge in meaningless style (as did his imitators) but rather had an

intelligent content behind his chic fagade.

Brody often produced great work. His design for an arcticle on Andy
Warhol, for example, is dynamic and relevant (fig.5). His use of multiple

portraits of Warhol is a witty reference to the artist’s own work.

However, Brody could not deny that The Face’s style was deliberately

esoteric. Much of his work went further and was simply self indulgent. As

17
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often as not the visual coding was indecipherable and the meaning behind his
graphics was lost. Regarding one such piece he confessed, ‘I decided to
subvert the European success in all forms of art by using Ancient Mexican
symbolism..I don’t think many people, or even The Face, realised this side to
the design.” (3, p.113)(illus.6). By and large, it was unsuccessful visual
rhetoric such as this which was plundered. All that could be gleaned from
much of his work was its considerable visual appeal; its style. Neither Brody
nor his colleagues in i-D had anything of real substance to offer the medium.
Although they aspired to an intelligent, coherent progressive form they failed
to deliver consistently on content. With Brody running to keep ahead of a
closely following pack of imitators, graphics resembled more an ever

changing fashion statement than a means of communication.
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THE NEW WAVE

POSTMODERNISM

For the last fifteen years April Greiman has been at the leading edge of
a ‘new wave’ in graphic design. She is without doubt notorious in design
circles. Her work seldom fails to provoke strong reactions, most of which
have been, unfortunately, negative. It has taken over a decade for her work
to become accepted. She is the designer most closely associated with
Postmodernism, her work being for many people the definition of
Postmodern design. There are countless imitators who aspire to
Postmodernism seemingly without any knowledge of what that entails. Most
have been conspicuously unsuccessful, gleaning from Greiman only the
surface trimmings of her work. The ever increasing number of successful
Postmodern graphic designers, many of whom while influenced by Greiman,
produce work quite different in style to hers. Nevertheless, April Greiman is
possibly the most successful and is undoubtedly the most radical Postmodern
graphic designer in the world and therefore provides, I feel, the most

coherent example of Postmodernism.

This begs the question; what is postmodern graphic design? An answer to
this proves particularly elusive. The movement displays different symptoms
throughout different media, although there is indisputably a relationship

between them all.

Some critics regard pastiche as the single most important element of
Postmodernism (17, p.20). This symptom is displayed in the pop art of Andy
Warhol and Jasper Johns who assimilated objects from mass culture into
their work. Arguably, pastiche is also visible in postmodern architecture,
which assimilated many of the trappings of classicism. The fields of

architecture and painting were the first to develop strong Postmodern
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movements, so it is not surprising that the movement was accused of being
reactionary. Literature, even Modernist literature, has always made reference
to the past. Joyce’s ‘Ulysses’ is based on Homer’s *Odyssey’ for example.
Graphic design too has always referred to previous eras, manipulating styles
and images to its own ends. Therefore pastiche fails as a defining point for

the new wave.

Another critic, Merquior, sees Postmodernism as merely a continuation
of Modernism (15, p.19). Again in painting we see how this conclusion
might have been arrived at. Jasper Johns and Jeff Koons both produce art not
dissimilar in concept to that of Marcel Duchamp. Indeed Merquior describes
this relationship as revering “marginal, minor, obsessional lesser gods in the
modern pantheon.” (15 p.19). Architecture though, has quite obviously
reacted strongly against the principles and practice of Modernism. The use of
historical references is flagrantly defying the dictum ‘Form follows
Function’, and opposes the very concept of Modernism. Nonetheless,
Postmodern architecture does use modern materials. Regardless of this, it is
patently unfair to dismiss Postmodernism, as Merquior does, as ‘an extremist

remake of Avant-Garde tics.” (15, p.19).

In contrast, there is a strong case to be made that Postmodernism is in
fact a reaction against Modernism. Warhol’s meaningless images were a
reaction against the esoteric, elitist works of modern art which were entirely
inaccessible to all but an indoctrinated few. Architecture was perhaps
Modernism’s greatest failure. The buildings which were supposedly
designed to cater for 20th century man turned out to be brutally inhuman.
Not surprisingly, Postmodernist architects have abandoned the concept of

pure functionalism and now seek to imbue buildings with personality.

Unlike ‘High Art’, such as painting and literature, graphic design never

suffered from being too elitist. In effect the opposite was true. Graphics is a
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medium of mass communication and as such must appeal to the masses.
Designers espousing Internationalism and striving to avoid obscurity, went
to the other extreme of instant accessibility. The result of this was a medium
which allowed commercial factors to become overly important and which
was orientated toward the lowest common denominator. This banality is
akin to the atrocious lack of personality of the International movement

in architecture.

The impetus of Postmodernism in all fields is to bridge ‘The Great
Divide’ created by the Modernist / Avant-Garde split. While painters such as
Koons, Johns and Warhol indulge in the parody / glorification of mass
culture and kitsch, so does April Greiman produce graphics with references
to ‘High Art’, most notably quoting Jenny Holzer. Artists in all fields reacted

strongly to the rigid pigeonholing of Modernism.

It is apparent, however, that these restrictions were not always symptoms
of Modernism. The Bauhaus, conspicuously, was concerned with the
integration of ‘High’ and mass culture. Logically, therefore, it appears
unreasonable to suggest that Postmodernism is simply a reaction provoked
by the failures of early 20th century art and design. Charles Jencks offers
a solution to the apparent paradox. He considers Postmodernism to be
both ‘the continuation of Modernism and its transcendence,” (10 p.15).
As its very title suggests, the movement has evolved from Modernism.
Most conspicuously absent from Postmodern theory is the Modernist creed
of modernity itself. Artists no longer feel compelled to disregard all
but contemporary culture. Nonetheless, a common feature of
Postmodernism is the use of modern materials and media. Jencks defines
Postmodernism as ‘double coding, the combination of modern techniques

with something else.’ (10, p.14).

21






Postmodernism in graphics is marked, as in other fields, by ‘a set of
plural departures from Modernism’ (10 p.23). Significantly, the belief that
design should be based on objective reason is no longer widely held.
Postmodern graphic designers insist on subjectivity. I don’t wish to imply
that they compromise the communicational element of their work, rather that
the ‘artist’s own touch’ is once again considered desirable. It is suggested
that Modernism coincided with the era of monopoly capitalism and
Postmodernism with postindustrialism (17 p.18). It is not surprising therefore
that the industrial coolness of Modernist internationalism, so suited to the
anonymous capitalist corporations, should be replaced by the more personal

warmth of the postindustrial Postmodernists.

Graphic design’s most radical departure from Modernism is, however,
its tendency to be inclusive as opposed to reductive. By opposing the pithy
minimalism considered until recently to be the epitome of graphics, the
Postmodernists have expanded the potential for communication. Their
argument is that reducing the message to a simplistic, trite, condensed form
limits the power of the medium. Postmodemism, by operating on different
levels, aims to communicate more, to more people. Jencks describes this as

‘a pluralism both philosophical and stylistic.” (10,p.23).

APRIL GREIMAN

For April Greiman the key word is ‘Hybrid’. The title of her book is
Hybrid Imagery. The first paragraph of the book refers both to the pluralism

of Postmodernism and to the subjective personality of her work;

April Greiman’s approach questions the conventional idea that dualities
are opposed pairs. Instead she suggests that they are interdependent
possibilities at play in a common field. Her broader themes - the constancy
of change, form as energy and the interconnectedness of matter in space and
time - take this approach to its limits. Nowhere is this more apparent than
in the increasing variety of sources and techniques she incorporates into
her images (11,p.13).
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The pluralistic, hybrid approach manifests itself in what Greiman terms
the layering process. Her poster for the International Contract Furniture
Symposium (illus. 7) - entitled ‘Your Turn, My Turn.’, demonstrates her
juxtaposition of numerous images. At a cursory glance, it appears to have
absolutely nothing to do with furniture. Closer inspection reveals a small
diagram of a chair. The most apparent elements of the poster are the boldly
coloured geometrical shapes and the title of the event. There is also a picture
of a supernova and another of the planet earth. The bold headline and the
galactical image are printed in 3D - so that when viewed through special
glasses which were supplied with other promotional literature, the images
spring off the flat surface of the poster. This seems to be a reference to the
three dimensionality of furniture; the solidity of the subject matter is
paradoxically evoked from a two dimensional plane. The space images of the
planet and galaxy seem to refer to the movement of an object (furniture)
through space. The bold shapes are apparently also intended to reflect the
forms of furniture. Seems’ because in an April Greiman poster one can
never be entirely sure what the message is, or where it ends. The images in
this poster probably relate to ‘form as energy and the interconnectedness of
matter in space and time’, as much as to furniture. The layering of meaning

is reflected in the layering of imagery.

In order to illustrate the radical departure Greiman’s Postmodernism
entails, a comparison with one of her contemporaries seems appropriate.
Woody Pirtle is one of the most creative designers in the world. His work
contrasts strongly with Greiman’s. Essentially, Pirtle is a Modernist although
he dismisses any affiliation to any creative dogma (5, p.82). Nonetheless, his
work displays some of the basic assumptions of pre-Postmodern doctrine.
This is not to suggest that his work is ‘old fashioned’ but rather to

demonstrate just how radically different Greiman’s work is.
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Despite the fact that later Modemnists considered ambiguity to be useful
and exciting, the pluralist Postmodern poster by Greiman takes this much
further than the mildly equivocal poster designed by Woody Pirtle (illus: 8)
This poster promoting an architectural competition has much in common
with Greiman’s ‘My Turn, Your Turn’ piece. He uses bold, abstract shapes
to illustrate architecture. The flat background and strong colours and
shadows reflect the Texan landscape. The poster functions by attracting the
viewer with a striking, witty image and composition. Then the precise
information of the text is read. Only one idea is displayed. The problem is
broken down to a single image which conveys the message. The visual

ambiguity of the abstract shapes referring to Architecture is soon resolved.

The best work I produce presents a message in the most direct,
streamlined fashion. I’m not interested in graphic trends or even
a recognisable style - I’m proudest of work that is graphically compelling,
crystal clear as a communications vehicle and stylistically timeless. (5,p.82).

The multiple images of the Postmodern poster function in an entirely
different way to the elemental simplicity of Pirtle’s. Greiman’s layering
process involves the presentation of more that just one idea. The ambiguity
of her poster is far more thought provoking - far less simply resolved. Her
images do not inform in a direct manner but must be interpreted to some
degree. The layering process allows her to include numerous levels of
interpretation, in this example from the straightforward literal picture of a
chair to the deeper references to her own personal philosophy. She abstains
from Pirtle’s Modernist commitment to ‘direct, streamlined communication’
believing, in contrast, that, ‘design must seduce, shape and perhaps more
importantly, evoke emotional response.’ (8,p.45). She is also fond of quoting
Wittgenstein; ‘In many cases there is a picture in the foreground but the

sense lies far in the background.’ (8, p.44)

April Greiman’s working methods are as radical as her work is. The tried

and tested method taught in design schools since the Bauhaus is to sketch in
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‘thumbnail’ form all the ideas one can think of until you get one that you
like. This idea is then developed into the final piece. Greiman long ago
rejected the rigidity of this work method for the fluidity of a much more
*painterly’ approach. She decides, sometimes very rapidly, what she wants to
convey in a piece. Immediately, she begins to produce it. Before the advent
of the computer this was a much more time consuming process. She
develops her ideas while she builds and designs her images - not beforehand.
The purpose of this is to enhance the gestalt of the work, with all the

elements unified and complete.

Her working process is in many respects a direct result of her training.
Although she was ‘classically’ educated in Kansas, she also went to Basle in
Switzerland where she was trained in the early 1970s by Wolfgang
Weingart. Weingart, a German, is a self-trained designer who was hired in
1968 by Armin Hoffman, a renowned Swiss designer, to teach a course in
advanced typography. In the space of five years he had changed the face of
graphic design. He is the acknowledged father of new wave (Postmodern)
graphics. However, his course revolved around the syntactic element of
design, not the semantic, that is it concentrated almost entirely on form and
rarely touched on content. Weingart himself admitted that this was a great
problem and in 1975 altered the structure of his seven month course to
consider the semantic a little also. This left less time to develop the syntactic
element with the result that the course is not as revolutionary as it once was.
April Greiman however, attended the Basle School before that happened.
Weingart regards what he achieved typographically as a direct descendant of
classical Swiss form. He took Swiss typography, which was minimalist and
devoid of expression, and began to produce expressive typography with it.
Central to Weingart’s doctrine of typographic innovation was the exploration
of the functional presentation of information. He showed that whatever the
message was it could be expressed typographically. One of the most radical

forms he introduced was information layering (illus.9). This is such a
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departure from the coolness and remoteness of classic Swiss form that it is
difficult to see how he developed one into the other. The underlying ethic
and the overpowering effect of these posters is completely opposite to what
classic Swiss Typography set out to achieve. His effect on contemporary

design has been profound.

I suggest that whereas Modernism aims to provide an answer, Post-
modemism prefers to ask a question. The effect of graphic material has been

fundamentally changed. The poster is no longer just looked at - it is read.

Many of his students have taken his syntax and combined it with their
own semantics. April Greiman is certainly one of these. Others, however,
failed to understand that his instruction was exploratory and not definitive.
Much of what purports to be Postmodern design merely imitates Weingart’s
style. All too many designers paid attention solely to his vocabulary, without
listening to what he had to say. Elements of his work such as ‘steps’, ‘type
and stripes’, repeated type and dramatically contrasting scale have been
plundered by style-conscious designers eager to keep up with a rapidly

changing medium.

One imitator ‘realised’ that he could not help but be Postmodern as most
of the typefaces used date from previous centuries (2,p.10). This seems akin
to an architect declaring affiliation to Postmodernism because he uses slate
roof tiles. Others interpret the return to subjectivity as a license to produce
meaningless work. Despite this however, many of the concepts of Post-
moderism have been accepted by the design profession. The introduction of
the Macintosh computer in 1984 proved to be a catalyst for the eventual

acceptance of Postmodernism.

April Greiman was one of the few who instantly recognised the graphic
potential of the Macintosh. She regards computers as the medium which

‘implodes’ the role of the specialist, both within design and between all
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fields of art. An epigraph at the beginning of her book (there are a number of

them) states:

The meaning of the word implode is ‘to burst inwards’. This definition
captures the spirit and dynamic of the digital revolution and its profound
impact on existing disciplines, graphic design among them...Digital
technology is no respecter of existing boundaries whether spatial, temporal,
conceptual or professional.(8,p.10).

Despite such optimism however, Greiman was possibly the first victim of
computer technology. Much of the work she produced immediately after
acquiring a Macintosh was disastrous. Seemingly enthralled with the ease
and speed with which one could layer images using the computer, she went
too far. So many images are superimposed that instead of achieving a
coherency, any message that was suggested or implied in the imagery and
any message explicit in the text was overpowered. This work is a potent

caveat of the worst excesses of Postmodernism (illus. 10).

A poster that is unattractive and uninformative is a pollutant. When the
double coding and the pluralism of Postmodernism fails to appeal to anyone
and is indecipherable, the effect is not unlike that of bad television. The
information white out - the bombardment by the media of endless data which
is almost never comprehended - is an undesirable symptom of post industrial
culture (23,p.32). Good Postmodern visual communication subverts this
process by eschewing the ‘instant gratification’ mentality of most mass
media - and indeed of most modernist graphics. On the other hand - bad
Postmodern graphics match and perhaps exceed the obtusity of the most

mindless television shows.

Fortunately, Greiman soon mastered the machine. In 1986 she produced a
poster for a lecture series at the Southern California Institute of Architecture
entitled, “Changing Concepts of Space in Architecture and Art”. This poster

is one of her most successful computer generated pieces (illus: 11).
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It cannot be said that one image dominates this poster. Perhaps the bright
colours of the background will catch attention or maybe the eye will settle on
the type - ‘Sci-Arc’. The noticeable (Post) modern coarse computer
typography reflects the notion of ‘changing’ in the title as do the graduated
colours. The large areas of tone, the varied letterspacing and the layering of
the images themselves refer to ‘concepts of space’. A dramatic inserted
photograph of ‘tumbled architectural elements’ is specific to the architectural
element of the event while the digitised and ‘bit-mapped’ version of da
Vinci’s ‘Ideal Man’, while obviously related to ‘Art’ is relevant to the entire
series. There are numerous inserts of various buildings and interiors,
including a photograph of a row of coathangers in a wardrobe and in

contrast, an image of a skyscraper.

Clearly, Greiman regards the computer as more than a mere electronic
pencil. She manipulates these machines more for their textures than for their

speed and ease of use.

Also in 1986, April Greiman produced what is possibly the boldest
statement of graphic design since Jan Tschichold published Die Neue
Typographie, almost sixty years previously.. She was invited to design an
issue of Design Quarterly, an American design magazine that devotes each
issue to a single issue or designer. Rather than do a straightforward
retrospective of her work she chose to use the opportunity to declare her

highly personal philosophy of design (illus. 12 & 13).

Nothing about the magazine refers to any of the standard ‘norms’ of
magazine design. Firstly, it is arguably not even a magazine. The issue folds
out into a 2' by 6' poster featuring on one side, a life-size image of the
designer. She resolved to use the poster to demonstrate her experiments on
the computer. The Macintosh had been on stream for only two years and was

not at that time standard studio equipment. The imagery of the piece is
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related to the origins, conditions, and future of mankind, subject matter more
typically associated with fine art. It is also one of the most intensively
layered pieces she has produced. All the images were ‘scanned’ into the
computer and then arranged. The central image of the front side, that of a
naked Greiman asleep, (or with eyes closed) is enlarged to such an extent
that the pixels are extremely coarse. Beside the head there are images of a
brain to one side and of a galactical vortex to the other. Pictures of a
dinosaur and stonechenge bracket the genitals. The body is divided just above
the navel. Other images evoking a feeling of movement or space travel are
superimposed over her legs. At the feet of the body there is another image of
the designer’s face, fainter and with eyes open, labelled the ‘spiritual
double’. This appears to refer to the duality she explores and to the Zen
philosophy from which she seems to derive considerable inspiration. What at
first appears to be a measuring ruler printed along the side is in fact a history
of the universe and graphic design, beginning with ‘Birth of Solar System,
4.8 billion B.C.’, going through the first photograph in 1826, the birth of
April Greiman in 1948 to the introduction of the Mac in 1984. There are also
some Jenny Holzer-like didactic statements and a reference to ‘Talking and
Falling - Laurie Anderson’. There are many other elements to the piece, with
many treatments and textures which relate to each other in different ways.
The complexity of the piece is confessed in the half apologetic, half
challenging, ‘Does it make sense?’, which was the working title Greiman

gave the poster.

The reverse side of the poster attempts to decipher to some extent, if not
every nuance of meaning in the imagery, at least the thought processes that
went into producing it. Below a very coarse, almost indistinguishable picture
of her mouth, Greiman describes her theory of duality and mentions the
chaos theory. She also relates a Zen parable which she links to a description

of the production processes used in the magazine.
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The Zen monk starts on his daily walk through the forest. A young
student follows behind, hoping to discover some secrets of his master aleng
the way. Deep in the forest his master comes across a giant boulder fallen
across the path, making it impossible to continue forward on the journey.
The monk meditates for a few short moments and then goes into the forest
and gets a large tree branch which he then uses as a lever to gently roll the
rock out of his path. The master continues on but the young student, terribly
excited to have witnessed this, grabs the stick and runs back to the
monastery to impress the others with the discovery: when you encounter an
obstacle find a stick.

The moral of the story is that it isn’t about the stick, it’s about how to
continue the journey. (8,p.65).

This side of the poster is in full colour and demonstrates her use of video
imagery with some space age pictures and a discoloured shot of the back of

her head.

Greiman’s issue of Design Quarterly is a manifesto of Postmodern
graphics. The specifics of what she apparently said are less important than
the fact that she said them at all. In this case, to paraphrase Wittgenstein, the
sense lies far behind the pictures in the foreground. In many respects she
addresses not the condition of mankind in general but graphic design in

particular - albeit in a most oblique manner.

She was criticised severely for producing such a self-indulgent piece.
Regardless of this - she had made her point. She had set her own agenda for
design, claiming that designers needn’t bow to a preconceived standard. She
was publicly reinstating the subjective element of the ‘artist’s own touch’
into design. She had made a bold statement on the power of the layering
process. Greiman also demonstrated the potential of the electronic image and

predicted the overwhelming effect it is having on visual communications.
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ES IT MAKE SENSE?
April Greiman for Design Quarterly, 1986
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CONCLUSION

Emigré is a graphic design magazine published in California by Rudy
Vanderlans. Vanderlans, a contemporary of Greiman, uses the magazine to
showcase the primarily typographic experimentation of new-wave designers.
The magazine is printed using its own typefaces. These fonts contrast

interestingly with Brody’s in The Face.

Neville Brody’s typefaces were designed principally because he disliked
being imitated by other designers. He did not consider legibility as an
element because he intended to use them solely for headlines (see illus. 4).
There was no particular impression he was trying to express with his fonts.

From conception to effect, the only excuse for their existence was style.

The typefaces designed by Vanderlans and his wife Zuzana Licko are
also stylish. However their reasons for creating them are extremely different
to those of Brody. Firstly, they are concerned with legibility. Also they are
designed using the computer as a tool. This latter point is important. Most
typefaces in existence were designed to be cut into lead. Nowadays of
course, practically all type is printed from computers, using filmsetting
processes, which require no metal. Metal type took much of its form from
the cutting process, and these forms do not always translate well or easily
into computer formats. Emigré’s typefaces are invariably designed using
the forms that are most accessible on the computer. These range from
extremely low resolution ‘bit-mapped’ fonts to highly legible text faces

for print (Illus.14).

April Greiman and her contemporaries have returned to many of the
principles which were intrinsic to the period of heroic Modernism. There are
a number of significant parallels in graphics between the Postmodernists and
the Modernists. Firstly, both movements were initiated by a vehement

reaction to a stale regressive medium. The mundane, international and

31






sassunanfidiscscsannnnntntnsnnnennnndun

: But a hundred years from now people might say that Tin
seface,and won't be able to read it, just like
out black letter, and everybody will be usec
<c DAKLANMND & Or Emperor8. zwana But | a
act that if you are setting books and other th
eed to be read and understood easily, you need

erthan o AKLAND 6. In those cases you nee
ne that ic nat nececcarilv intringicallv mare le

14 TYPEFACES in Emigré.

Rudy Vanderlans and Zuzana Licko,/990



B EEREEREEEEEEEREEE R R R E R R R R R R R B RBRR R R




.’ .‘r . . .

essentially lifeless approach of Swiss design and the mindless reactionary
design of the stylish 1980s are strikingly similar to the restricted forms and
the craftless work of the turn of the century. Where Modemism invented the

medium of graphic design Postmodernism now seeks to re-invent it.

This search is at the very core of the process of revitalisation provided by
Postmodernism. Graphics is undergoing a new era of innovation and
exploration, similar to that of the Bauhaus. Modernism centred its
experimentation around form and while the Postmodemists have introduced
many new forms into the medium, these derive from a new-found concern

with content (10,p.20).

Computer technology has had a great impact on design. Postmodernists
have seized the opportunities it provides in the same way that the Bauhaus
was intent on using the technology of the 1920s. Computers have also
provided the basis for the integration of all the arts. Almost all fields of
creativity have been affected by the electronic revolution. Writers,
musicians, artists, architects and designers have all adopted this technology.
This has facilitated the breakdown between disciplines. April Greiman has
exhibited sculpture (which she of course designed on the Macintosh).
Similarly, the Modernists aspired to a generation of artists all of whom could

function as artists, designers, poets and architects.

I am drawing comparisons between Modemnism and Postmodernism not
because I believe that none of the design produced since the Bauhaus has
been worthwhile but because all of the great design of the last fifty years has
drawn considerably on the experiments of the Weimar school. Heroic
Modernism is important not solely for the work produced during its
relatively short lifetime but also for the later generations who were inspired.
Essentially, Postmodernism has re-introduced a progressive approach to

design.
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It is probably too much to expect all graphic designers to become
practitioners of a progressive movement. Design has become too much of a
‘profession’ for that. Many designers, alas, will not even enter the debate.
However, as long as there are progressive designers such as April Greiman
and her Postmodern contemporaries, graphic design will continue to be a

vibrant and progressive medium.
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