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‘Give ’em both barrels’ poster for United States Office for Emergency Management, Jean Carlu, 1941.
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‘America’s answer! Production’ poster for the United States Office for Emergency Management, Jean Carlu, 1941.




Introduction

‘Design is the method of putting form and content together. Design, just as art, has multiple definitions: there is no single definition. Design can be art. Design can be aesthetics. Design is so simple, that’s why it is so complicated.’
Paul Rand1

‘Graphic design isn’t so rarefied or so special. It isn’t a profession, it’s a medium. It’s a mode of address, a means of communication. It’s used throughout culture at varying levels of complexity and with varying degrees of success. That’s what’s important about graphic design. That’s what makes it interesting. And it is at work every place where there are words and images.’
Tibor Kalman, J. Abbott Miller and Karrie Jacobs2

Graphic design is a broad subject matter: it is a medium, a practice, a craft, a discipline, a profession and an entire industry, and it intersects with almost every aspect of human society – from business and politics to art and culture. To tell the full story of graphic design requires reference to such disparate world events as the development of the alphabet some 4,000 years ago, the work of ancient Roman and Greek stone carvers, the manuscripts of medieval scribes, the birth of the printing press, the advent of the Industrial Revolution and the modern consumer capitalism that followed it, all the way to the invention of the internet in the late 20th century, and beyond into the unknown future.

Some outcomes of graphic design, when done correctly, go unnoticed as we go about in our daily lives, while others have the power to make or break the commercial success of a company or product. Graphic design can be mundane or glamorous, creatively inventive or rigorously organizational, ornamentally beautiful or functionally utilitarian, socially worthwhile or ethically questionable, technologically advanced or brutally simple in its means. To borrow the words of the great American poet Walt Whitman, graphic design is large, it contains multitudes.

A piece of graphic design can become iconic, historically significant, widely reproduced, internationally collected and exhibited, but it is more likely to end up in landfill than a museum. Most graphic design, by its very nature, is ephemeral, ordinary, transitory, yet it always tells us something about the society that produced it. With every passing decade, every new area of culture, every technological development, graphic design evolves. While it may change irrevocably in many ways, it remains the same in others, maintaining core principles and concerns that weather the storm of changing fashions and aesthetic trends. As graphic designer and historian Richard Hollis put by: ‘Eyes and brains have worked the same way over generations. The environment changes but the principles of visual communication survive.’3

The key aspect that ties together distinct creative pursuits under the umbrella of graphic design is the goal of communication: a work of graphic design has to transfer some kind of meaning to the audience; it has to have been produced with a specific functional aim, be it to promote, to inform, to identify, to attract or to direct. Defining graphic design is a slippery task, as is deciding exactly when it emerged historically or where it is heading; while disentangling it from interrelated disciplines – such as printing, advertising, typography, illustration, art or media (let alone design more generally) – is nigh-on impossible. As designer and writer David Reinfurt notes, graphic design has ‘no real subject matter of its own’; it is ‘always working with outside content. It’s a method applied to working with other subjects.’4 This is not to say that graphic design is a marginal pursuit – just try imagining a world without it!

About This Book

The Graphic Design Bible is a book about the history, ideas, theories and contexts of graphic design, as well as the issues that surround it as a contemporary practice. It is not intended to be a ‘how-to book’. If you want to learn practical graphic design skills, there are other books and, in our modern digital age, other ways that are perhaps better suited to the rapid technological developments currently impacting how design is done. Nor is The Graphic Design Bible an encyclopedia: there are inevitably many areas that have not been covered and further depth that could have been added to each section if space allowed. Where possible, I have included suggested further reading and, within the text, referred to other sources that can provide additional, less concise, information. All of the sections in this book could easily have an entire book dedicated to them – most of them do already. Such is the complex world of graphic design – the deeper you dig, the more there is to discover and ponder.

This is not a book dominated by images. The subject is, of course, entirely visual, but it requires text to be explained and explored properly. Thankfully, in our internet age, books are no longer the primary source of visual examples for graphic designers. My entire life as a designer has been an online one, and I truly believe that looking at as much graphic design, and as wide a variety as possible, is incredibly valuable for all designers, aspiring or established; it has certainly shaped my own ideas and interests. As designers, we learn mostly by looking and by doing – trying things out – but there are all kinds of aspects to graphic design that are missed if you only look and do. What we do is, of course, what we are judged on (and mostly paid for), but without the why and how there would be no graphic design. This is particularly important at the time of writing, as AI-generated images are becoming widespread and a hot topic of debate; if the role of the graphic designer is to simply replicate what is already out there, creating images without an understanding of why or a clear rationale, we can expect to be obsolete pretty imminently.
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First edition cover of James Joyce’s Ulysses, 1922.
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O: Kurske, O Komsomole, O Mae, cover design by Ruvim Mazel, 1924.
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‘Gay 90’s Art Ball’ poster, Illinois W.P.A. Art Project, 1939.
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‘Handle with care’ poster, Missouri W.P.A. Art Project, 1943.
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‘Mass communication of complicated issues’ poster design for MIT, Dietmar R. Winkler, 1970.

Thankfully, graphic design remains a human pursuit for now; the best graphic design involves creativity, ideas and concepts, requiring a mixture of heart, soul, brain and taste, not just eyes. Some elements of graphic design will inevitably be taken out of our hands – it has already become far less labour-intensive, and much faster than it was a few decades ago – but, if anything, this just makes the use of the intellect, a knowledge of ideas and theory, and a critical mind more important for designers if we are to stay necessary, relevant and, above all, gainfully employed.

The Graphic Design Bible is made up of five chapters, covering History, Theory, Practice, Typography and Mediums, each of which is split into smaller sections, ranging from two to eight pages in length, and illustrated with varying amounts of images. Typography is arguably a separate discipline from graphic design, but the understanding and use of type are of such importance to graphic designers that it would be remiss not to include it. The boundaries surrounding graphic design are porous, even fuzzy at times, and this is particularly true of graphic design and typography.

Although the history of graphic design constitutes only one of the five chapters (which is more of a whistle-stop tour than a complete chronology), much of this book is concerned with historical explanations, something partly suggested by the implications of a ‘bible’. To understand where contemporary design is, it is important to be aware of how we got here, what has changed, and what has stayed the same. Removed from the zeitgeist concern with trends, and with the benefit of hindsight, understanding the why of graphic design is easier from a historical perspective. In studying design history, we can learn skills that help us better understand the present along with ideas and approaches that we can bring to our contemporary work. The downside of history is that it is overwhelmingly homogeneous, particularly the dominant narrative of graphic design’s development: its figures are mostly white, male, American or European, reflecting who dominated the 20th-century society from which the discipline emerged. This does not mean that students and young designers should dismiss history, but it is important to acknowledge that this dominant history is only one potential story of many, and much valuable work is being done to highlight and unearth more diverse alternatives. As the architectural historian Sigfried Giedion wrote: ‘History is not static but dynamic. No generation is privileged to grasp a work of art from all sides; each actively living generation discovers new aspects of it,’ adding that one must be ‘permeated by the spirit of his [sic] own time’ to ‘detect those tracts of the past which previous generations have overlooked’.5

There are sections of this book – those on race, gender, sexuality, politics and appropriation – that would appear out of place to some graphic designers of previous generations, raised on ideas of neutrality and form over content (Paul Rand wrote in 1992: ‘A student whose mind is cluttered with matters which have nothing directly to do with design[…]overwhelmed with social problems and political issues is a bewildered student’).6 However, they reflect not just my own views, but wider societal changes that have impacted graphic design in recent years, and will rightly continue to do so.
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Broadside 5, Alan Kitching / The Typography Workshop, 1992.
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‘Dgtl fmnsm — Lab #disconnect’ poster, Anja Kaiser, 2019.
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