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It’s been over a year since the end of the eighties. This gives us some distance, some
perspective. The eighties are now, officially, history.
	 The eighties were a decade of comebacks: suspenders, mini-skirts, Roy Orbison,
Sugar Ray Leonard .... But the really big comeback was history. We got rid of history in
the sixties; saw what the world looked like without it in the seventies; and begged it to
come back in the eighties.
	 And it did; it came back with a vengeance.
	 In design, history came back as well. Suddenly, there were countless books-big,
glossy, oversize volumes-and starchy4 little5 journals6 devoted to the history of design.
Careers were constructed around this fascination. Conferences, too.
	 And there’s nothing wrong with studying the history of design. In fact, it’s healthy
and smart, especially for design professionals. At the same time, the indiscriminate use of
history has produced some really bad, unhealthy design. History in itself isn’t bad, but its
influence can be.
	 There are two problems with design history. The first is how design history is written,  
for how history is written affects how the past is seen and understood. How history
is written also affects how the past is used. And that’s the second problem: Most design
history is not written, it’s shown. There’s a lot to look at, but not much to think about.
Maybe this is because designers don’t read. That particular cliché (which, like most clichés,
has a basis in truth) provides a good excuse for a lot of hack work in publishing: collections
of trademarks, matchbooks, labels, cigar boxes, you name it-volumes and volumes of
historical stuff with no historical context. And since these artifacts are mostly in the public
domain, unprotected by copyright, such books are a bargain for the publishers and a
godsend to designers who are starving for “inspiration.”
	 We seem to be locked into a self-fulfilling prophecy: Designers don’t read, so design
writers don’t write.7 Let’s amend that: They write captions. Sometimes they write really
long captions, thousands of words that do nothing but describe the pictures.
Books of design history that are packaged for a supposedly illiterate audience only
engender further illiteracy. Visual literacy is important, but it isn’t everything. It
doesn’t teach you how to think. And an enormous amount of graphic design is made by
people who look at pictures but don’t know how to think about them.
	 The study of design history is a way of filtering the past; it’s a way of selecting
what’s important to remember, shaping it and classifying it. It’s also a way of selecting what’s
important to forget. 8 In a way, historians are inventors. They find a design movement, a
school, an era, and if it doesn’t already have a name, they make one up: Depression Modern,
The American Design Ethic, Populuxe.
Design historians construct a lens through which they view design-and we view
design. This lens is selective: It zooms in on a subject and blocks our peripheral vision.
What we see is a narrow segment of design history: one period, one class of designers



within that period. What we don’t see is the context, both within the design profession
and within social history.9

	 Design history provides us with terminology, a shorthand for thinking about the
design of an era. We come across phrases like the “New York School,” under which Philip
Meggs, in his History of Graphic Design, groups innovators like Paul Rand, Bradbury
Thompson, Saul Bass, Otto Storch, Herb Lubalin, Lou Dorfsman, and George Lois. The
New York School is made up of designers about whom we’ve reached a consensus: Most
of us believe they were the great designers of the fifties and sixties. Even so, looking at
their work gives us a very stilted, narrow view of those decades. If we remember the fifties
and sixties, then we know that most things did not look as if they were designed by
Bradbury Thompson or Herb Lubalin. We know how elite the design represented by the
term “New York School” is. And we know first-hand how selectively design history
remembers.
	 The historical lens is both a way of seeing (or including) and a way of not seeing
(or excluding). When we look back at eras that are beyond personal experience and
memory, we become more dependent on what we see through the lens. What we don’t
see, in effect, didn’t exist.
	 Meggs uses another term, “Pictorial Modernism,” to describe graphics of the tens,
twenties, and thirties that were inspired by certain movements in Modern painting —  
Cubism, for instance—but that did not depart altogether from the conventions of
representation. We look through the lens of Pictorial Modernism and we see work by
Lucian Bernhard or A.M. Cassandre, design we now think of as great. What we don’t see is the 
angry, frightening graphics of a tumultuous era. We see a Modernism that’s deceptively
cool, deceptively pretty. Even Ludwig Hohlwein’s posters for the Nazis are neutralized by
a lens that isolates only aesthetic qualities.10, 11

Through this lens, we see Western European design, and design that was used
primarily for selling expensive but tasteful luxury products-design that can be put to those
same uses today. What we see through this lens becomes the design we know, and
remember, and admire. 12

	 Our ideas about what we see through the lens shape our ideas about contemporary
design. A restricted view of the past creates an equally restricted view of the present. If
we see the past as a series of artifacts, then we see ·our own work the same way. 13

	 Graphic design isn’t so easily defined or limited. (At least, it shouldn’t be.) Graphic
design is the use of words and images on more or less everything, more or less everywhere.
Japanese erotic engravings from the fourteenth century are graphic design, as are twentieth  
century American publications like Hooters and Wild Vixens. Hallmark has as much to do
with graphic design as Esprit does. Probably more. The Charter paperback edition of Eden’s
Gate is as much a part of graphic design history as Neville Brody’s book.
	 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.



	 But design history doesn’t work that way; it operates with a restrictive definition.
Graphic design, says history, is a professional practice with roots in the Modernist avant garde.
Design history creates boundaries: On this side is high design; on that side is low
design. Over here is the professional and over there is the amateur. This is what’s
mainstream, that is what’s marginal. Preserve this, discard that.
	 For design history to be worth anything, it has to have a more inclusive definition
of graphic design and a more inclusive way of looking at graphic design. Graphic design
has artistic and formal qualities, and much of what’s written about design focuses on these
qualities. Design history becomes a history of aesthetics, of taste, of style. But there is
another, more important history; it is the history of graphic design and its audience. It tells
how political images have been crafted, how corporations have manipulated public
perceptions, how myths have been created by advertising. This other history is the history
of design as a medium and as a multiplicity of languages speaking to a multiplicity of
people.
	 In focusing on its artistic and formal qualities, history has neglected graphic design’s
role as a medium. It has presented design as a parade of artifacts, each with a date, a designer,
and a place within a school or movement. But each artifact marks more than a place in
the progression of artistic sensibility. Each also speaks eloquently of its social history. All
you have to do is learn the language.
	 Don’t misunderstand. The formal evaluation of objects is okay, but it’s tricky to
evaluate objects from another era intelligently. Our aesthetic standards are different from
those of the past. What looks cool to us today may have been embarrassing, regressive,
offensive, or just run-of-the-mill in its own day. To look at artifacts without knowing what
they were in their own time is to look into a vacuum.
	 We try to use contemporary language and standards to talk about design from the
past. But do we mean the same thing by “modern” as designers did in the first half of the
century? What was modernity in the nineteenth century? What did the Museum of
“Modern” Art mean by the phrase “good design” in the 1950s? When and where did the
term “white space” come into use? Did they have it in the Renaissance? Did it mean the
same thing?
	 The lack of critical commentary in design and design history has produced an
ambivalence toward language. Writing about design sometimes seems pointless or suspect,
and design as the expression of the written language has been seen as a less-than” artistic”
pursuit. Design becomes the composition of purely pictorial elements rather than the
manipulation of both image and language. Design becomes mute. Anyone who has tried
to design with dummy copy knows that hypothetical situations don’t inspire brilliant work.
Some of the best designers—Paul Rand, Herb Lubalin, Saul Bass, Alvin Lustig—are those
who consistently engaged the editorial and textual dimensions of design.
	 The key word in bad design history is de-contextualization. A history of design
artifacts is only interested in constructing an evolutionary chain of progressive design styles.
In order to do this, the object must be extracted and abstracted from its context. The
abstraction occurs because stylistic features are discussed apart from the content of a given
work.



	 One symptom of this tendency has been the production of graphic design in which
style is a detachable attribute, a veneer rather than an expression of content. This is nowhere
clearer than in the so-called historicist and eclectic work which has strip-mined the history
of design for ready-made style. And this brings us to the second part of the problem: the
use and abuse of history.
	 Designers abuse history when they use it as a shortcut, a way of giving instant
legitimacy to their work and making it commercially successful. In the eighties and even
today, in the nineties, historical reference and outright copying have been cheap and
dependable substitutes for a lack of ideas. Well-executed historicism in design is nearly always
seductive. The work looks good and it’s hard not to like it. This isn’t surprising: nostalgia
is a sure bet; familiarity is infinitely comforting.
	 So this criticism has nothing to do with whether the execution is good or bad,
but with the question of use and abuse. It is possible to compare works that fall under the
heading of ” Modernism” (recognizable, well-known works by Modernist designers), and
works directly influenced by these (well-known works by contemporary designers) which
represent “jive modernism.”14

	 There’s a lot of confusion about Modernism these days, mostly engendered by the
use and abuse of the term “Post–modernism.” Jive modernism is not Post-modernism. In
a way, it’s the opposite. In architecture, Post-modernism has come to mean the habit of
affixing pre-modernist stuff—classical ornament—to the facades of otherwise Modernist
buildings. In graphics, the term has been used to mean just about anything, at least anything
that departs from the most austere, Swiss-born, corporate-bred Modernism.
	 Jive Modernism is not a departure from Modernism. It’s a revival, a way of treating
Modernism as if it were something that was thought up by the ancient Romans, something
dead from long ago. And in reviving Modernism,jive modernism is a denial of the essential
point of Modernism, its faith in the power of the present, and the potential of the future.
Modernism was an attempt to jettison the confining aspects of history. It replaced the
nineteenth century’s deep infatuation with the past with a twentieth-century optimism
about the present and the future. Our infatuation with Modernism—jive modernism—is
now an infatuation with the past.
	 The Modernists invented new formal languages that changed not just how things
looked, but how people saw. Modernism was a heartfelt attempt at using design to change
the world.15 It succeeded. And it failed.
	 Modernism was optimistic about the role of design. Even the pissiest Modernists,
the Dadaists and Futurists, believed that design has a responsibility to carry a new message.
Modernism believed in itself, in its contemporaneity: It believed in the present.
	 Clearly, the aesthetic part of the new message was carried forward successfully. And
that is Modernism’s failure. We’ve learned the esthetics of Modernism by rote, and we repeat
these lessons as faithfully and with as little thought as a schoolchild repeating the Pledge
of Allegiance.16 Modernism failed because the spirit of it, the optimism, was lost.
Modernism without the spirit is Trump Tower. It’s a fake Cassandre poster advertising
Teacher’s Scotch.



	 Contemporary work of that sort has a parasitic relationship to the past. Modernism
is the host organism and jive modernism is the parasite that feeds off it. The relationship
is one-sided and opportunistic. Like a real parasite, jive modernism doesn’t care about what
the host organism thinks. It doesn’t care about Modernism’s politics or philosophy or
anything that might be below the surface of the look.
	 Jive modernism17 gains—prestige, instant style, clients, awards—while real
Modernism loses. Jive modernism has invoked Modernism as nostalgia. It’s pessimistic about
the present, which it rejects in favor of the past. Jive modernism is very useful in graphic
design, in politics, in advertising, in fashion, in films. It feeds into a prevailing Reaganesque
conservatism in America, which seeks solace in images whose familiarity is comforting.
Modernism, which was once radical, is now safe and reassuring. And the amazing thing
about jive modernism is, unlike other, sloppier, more sentimental forms of nostalgia, such
as Art Nouveau, you can use it and still seem hip.
	 Jive modernism succeeds to the extent that it does because our conception of the
bygone era it invokes is based on a stock of fuzzy, out-of-context imagery. We think of
the twenties as the Jazz Age and the thirties as the Streamlined Decade. We know what
we know mostly from Hollywood movies, television, and selected graphics. The vernacular,
the eccentric, the marginal, and the minority have been filtered out of our collective
memory.
	 Jive modernism turns up in some odd places, places where it shouldn’t even be:
Ralph Lauren advertising, for example. These ads generally involve a cast of characters who
seem to have successfully colonized some third world nation and have now turned their
attention to lawn tennis. But here they use what Meggs calls Pictorial Modernism. The
look is an amalgam of Ludwig Hohlwein, Lucian Bernhard, and Joseph Leyendecker, mixed
with some nonspecific heroic realism. It’s not even very Modern (except when compared
with most of Lauren’s graphics). Mostly, it’s jive. ·
	 But let’s just suppose that a box designed for Ralph Lauren in the late 1980s with
an illustration of a golfer in twenties dress, an early prop plane overhead, rendered in highcontrast
style, really is an historical object: What kinds of questions should we ask if it were
designed in 1927, and what should the questions be if it were designed in 1987? For starters,
we should ask: Who played golf in 1927, and what did it signify as a social activity?
	 Upper-class white men being exclusive.
	 And then we should ask:
	 Who played golf in 1987, and what did it signify as a social activity?
	 Middle—and upper—class white people, including a growing number of female
executives, being exclusive.18

	 What did the artist of 1927 intend by rendering the image in this high-contrast style?
	 Here we can answer that, in 1927, it was a progressive, state-of-the-art style. It was
also a way of incorporating color and the look of photography without the expense of
photography.
	 What did the artist of 1987 intend by rendering the image in this high-contrast style?
	 Here we can answer that it was a way of achieving a retro look by referring to what
was once a progressive, state-of-the-art style. The decision not to use a color photograph



carries with it certain anti-technological associations. These associations are useful because
they support the sense of Ralph Lauren products as hand-crafted rather than machine-made.
	 What did the image of the airplane signify in 1927?
	 Progress.
	 What did the image of the airplane signify in the late 1980s?
	 Quaintness.
	 Jive modernism thrives on our collective memories of the past. The Ralph Lauren
design works because it plugs into an existing network of personal associations and
recollections. It’s effective. It’s also a cheap shot.
	 Is this a problem? Well, if jive history is so successful that it replaces both the past
and the present, then future historicist design will be double-jive-history, twice removed
from the original reference.
	 We’ll be living in hyper-jive.
	 Bad historicism reduces history to style. We learn no more about the historical
forms being used than we learn about music from a lounge musician playing note-for-note
reproductions of the hits. Bad historicism reduces Cassandre, Lissitzky, Mondrian,
Schlemmer, and Matter into names to be dropped or designer labels to be conspicuously
displayed. The history of design becomes a marketplace where we shop for style-the
proverbial marketplace of ideas. We pull a style off the rack, we try it on. If it fits, we take it.
	 Now, the point of this article is not to argue against the appropriation of ideas.
And it’s certainly not to argue against influence. Designers can borrow ideas from other
media, contemporary ideas or historical ideas, and transform them into good design
(“transform” is the key word here).19 Cross-pollination is an important and legitimate aspect
of how culture works.
	 What we’re arguing against is design that cashes in on history. We object to
contemporary designers who take ideas that might have been radical seventy years ago but
have since become legitimate-more than that, endearing and very, very safe-and reuse
those ideas without even reinterpreting them. We’re not opposed to historical reference:
Just as there is good history and bad history, there is good historical reference and bad
historical reference. Reference means just that: You refer to something. It gives you an
idea. You create something new.
	 Real Modernism is filled with historical reference and allusion. And in some of
the best design today,20 historical references are used very eloquently. But those examples
were produced with an interest in re-contextualizing sources rather than de-contextualizing
them.21 
	 There’s an important difference between making an allusion and doing a knockoff.
Good historicism is not a lounge act. It’s an investigation of the strategies, procedures,
methods, routes, theories, tactics, schemes, and modes through which people have worked
creatively. If we have any monuments in the history of design, they should be the basis
for critical evaluation.
	 We need to learn from and interrogate  our past, not endlessly repeat its recipes.
What we can learn from Constructivism is not type placed at forty-five degree angles and
the reduction of colors to red, white, and black, but freedom with word order and the



lack of strict hierarchies in the typographical message. We need to look not at the stylistic
tics of Modernism but at its varied strategies. We should focus not on its’ stylistic iterations
but on its ideas.
	 How can we change bad history into good history? How can we change bad
historical reference into good historical reference? We need fewer coffee table books and
more ambitious design writing. We need as much time spent on the editorial conception
of books as is spent on sexy layouts and glossy photography. We need to ask the right
questions. After all, good history is a matter of asking good questions.
	 While we have access to the individuals who have been influential in graphic
design, we should ask the questions that can’t be answered by the work alone, questions
that can’t be addressed directly or empirically, but are elusive and genuinely historical. They
are questions such as: What is it about this piece of design that we can’t understand because
we are not part of the culture in which it was produced? What did the style of this image
communicate to its audience? What was the relationship of the designer to his or her client?
If this object is an example of good design at the time, what was considered bad, or banal,
or mediocre? What aspects of the image have become transparent to the eyes of a
contemporary viewer?
	 Good design history is interested in the finished product not as a point of perfection
bound for the Museum of Modern Art but as the culmination of a process. Because of this,
good design history pays attention to the fringes of design as well as the mainstream, and
to the rejects and failures as well as the award-winning examples.
	 We need design history that does not see itself in the role of a service to the design
profession, but as a history of ideas. Such a design history would tell us not only who
produced something when and for whom, but would situate the object in a historical
moment and would reveal something about the way design works on its audience.
	 A good history of design isn’t a history of design at all. It’s a history of ideas and
therefore of culture. It uses the work of designers not just as bright spots on the page but
as examples of the social, political, and economic climate of a given time and place. This
isn’t really much of a stretch. Good history in general presents ideas in context in a way
that teaches us more than how things once looked. It is not just a roster of names, dates,
and battles, but the history of how we have come to believe what we believe about the
world. Likewise, good design history is not just a roster of names, dates, and objects; it
is the history of how we have come to believe what we believe about design.
	 The biggest difference is this: Bad design history offers us an alternative to having
ideas. Bad design history says, here, this is nice, use it. Good design history acts as a catalyst
for our own ideas. Good design history says, this is how designers thought about their work
then, and this is how that work fits into the culture. Now, what can you do?
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