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Introduction


For my dissertation I have decided to study a topic that holds great meaning to me personally and has been a hugely impactful part of my choosing to become a designer by profession and my career to come. Album covers have been a prevalent and pivotal part of bridging the gap between the art/design and music industries. I based my proposal around the importance of album art and how it has developed and changed along with industries, trends and different eras of both music and design. I also looked into the relationship between the sound and the design of the cover and packaging, as it has been something that has intrigued me, with regards to whether it is important for an albums artwork to convey the sound, as an advertisement of the product almost, or whether it has become irrelevant or obsolete, in regards to albums having little or no artwork, or something that has no correlation to the sonic contents. 

I will explore this by researching the works of a particular genre or era of music and the designs that made it, the works of a music-graphics dedicated firm, an individual artists’ discography to compare and contrast with each other and how the significance of their work has diminished or remained up to 60 years later. My timeline is as follows, for the 1950s and 60s I wish to explore the ‘golden era’ of jazz music and the art that made it famous and timeless, namely the sleeves designed for Blue Note studios and to also look into the process of creating LPs with art, drawing comparison to the throwaway nature of digital and online album covers nowadays. I think it should be interesting to see how this has changed both artists’ and designers’ attitudes and appreciation for album artwork itself. I will then look into perhaps the most famous album artwork collective, Hipgnosis, whose art and design truly shaped the ‘70s and ‘80s in regards to music based artwork. Moving on I intend to look deeply into a piece that I feel exemplifies great album artwork and design in The Smashing Pumpkins’ 1994 album, Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness. This will bring me up to modern day, where I will investigate the entire discography of one of the world’s most popular artists, Kanye Omari West. I have chosen to look at West in particular as I have found his changing mindset towards album artwork and the way in which his covers have been created to be significant- as well as hi, having so much power and influence that I feel his attitudes and actions regarding album artwork could influence the next generation of artists and therefore shape the future of this much loved medium. I will also consider the effects this may or may not have on me as an aspiring designer looking to work within the music industry in some capacity, as such actions could influence my own career path.


Jazz & the ‘golden age’ of album artwork


Many of the greatest and most iconic album covers of all time are contained within the post-WWII mainstream and experimental jazz scenes that grew and thrived throughout North America for many years. The success of this music and the artwork that accompanied it fuelled an undeniable cultural change worldwide in the way that music was experienced. James (Jim) Flora was one of the most highly regarded designers of the time due to his contributions to the album artwork of jazz and classical albums in the late ‘40s and throughout the 1950s.
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Examples of Flora’s artwork and distinct style

Flora made the transition from working in advertising to becoming one of the most sought after artists in an increasingly popular medium and I feel that his work within advertising only strengthened his ability to sell an album, as his typographic elements were never overshadowed by his stylish and impactful illustration. He understood the importance of displaying the names of artist and album and how they worked with artwork to create something that was equal parts advertisement and standalone art. Flora was hired by Columbia Records as an in house designer citing his passion for the music- he was often referred to as the ‘jazz guy’ within the design community. He worked for Columbia for a few years before moving to the RCA Victor label, where his style came into its own and he was able to create his most notable and successful works.


It is no surprise when viewing his humorous and playful images to learn that he also became a prevalent children’s book illustrator and was equally successful and respected in this venture, authoring and illustrating 17 children’s books. His album artwork remains synonymous with the post war jazz era as he worked alongside greats such as Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington. His passion for the music itself was a great asset to understanding how to convey the sound of an album through a single piece of artwork, which is something that I find fascinating and something I will refer to throughout my dissertation.

Other notable designers and artists of this period include S. Neil Fujita, who worked for Columbia records when Jim Flora departed from the mid 1950s. Fujita’s work made it into the catalogues of jazz’s most respected and loved figures, namely Charles Mingus and Miles Davis. Fujita’s works show more reference to specific popular artists of the time such as Pablo Picasso, which is evident in perhaps his most famous piece for the Dave Brubeck Quartet’s Time Out album, which features one of the most well known jazz pieces- Take Five.
[image: ]
 

Fig.2



When considering this post-WWII jazz boom further, the influence and success of the label Blue Note is undeniable. It is their incorporation of Photographic elements in their releases that offered an interesting contrast to the works of Flora and Fujita for RCA Victor and Columbia respectively. The somber, moody and passionate hued imagery utilized by Blue Note revolutionised the industry standard and continues to influence design trends to this day. Perhaps the most iconic instance of their work would probably be Coltrane’s Blue Train (catalogue blue note 1577), as shown below.
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John Coltrane- Blue Train album cover


That Francis Wolff shot of John Coltrane – pensive, self-absorbed, maybe imagining an elusive sound yet to be made on a saxophone – showed how Blue Note artwork could bring a musician’s interior journey into view. - (Fordham, 2014)
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Above- Kenny Burrell’s Midnight Blue designed by Reid Miles, alongside Thelonious Monk’s Genius of Modern Music : Vol. 1 as imagined by Paul Bacon

Blue Note’s typical marriage of photography, spacing and type remains a benchmark for designers both in and outside of the music industry. It is quite astonishing that these album covers from the 1950s still hold up as sound designs and continue to influence current design trends. 

The physical production of albums has changed greatly from this time as well, with nothing being designed for screen, rather strictly Vinyl LPs that allowed 12”, 10”, or 7” surfaces to display a piece of art. This perhaps allowed for greater creativity, as designers would not have had to consider colour profiles, working for web and screen etc. However the pressure of designing something physical for a widespread print run must have been an even more daunting task. Later on in my dissertation I will look at how this has changed so that people can adjust their album art almost at will with few consequences, such as by simply uploading an image to Spotify or Soundcloud, whereas making changes to any semi popular album in a print rotation would have been an expensive and time draining exercise.















Hipgnosis and the Influence of Storm Thorgerson


Moving into the 1960s and ‘70s, album artwork became even more of a widespread cultural phenomenon, not only fuelling musical genres and movements but transcending fashion, popular culture and beyond. One of the main driving forces behind this shift into then mainstream is undeniably the England-based graphic design, typography and art direction collective, Hipgnosis. They are directly responsible for some of the most easily recognisable and loved pieces of art in the world and truly dominated the world’s alternative popular music artwork scene for almost two decades.

Comprised initially of Aubrey Powell and Storm Thorgerson in 1968, they were immediately able to hold considerable influence in the mainstream of popular music, with their first credited piece being for Pink Floyd’s More. 

Their use of surrealist imagery with photography was truly groundbreaking at the time and is still held in high regard with artists, photographers and music fans alike. The lengths that they went to work with artists to create almost unimaginable masterpieces influenced by dreams and psychadelia are truly memorable. When compared to their popular album artwork predecessors in the Jazz era, which was a mere 10 years prior, it is truly fascinating to see the difference in how photography was first utilized in widespread album artworks in comparison to the works of Hipgnosis- with albums from the Blue Note catalogue typically featuring more straightforward portraiture and the work made by Thorgerson and Powell being far more surreal and dreamlike. There is an underlying theme of satire or humour that can be seen in both eras, however, as Hipgnosis’ work can be compared to that of Jim Flora in its playful nature and truly comedic value- although Hipgnosis’ work was usually more of a social/political commentary rather than Flora’s comic style. 

“As much information as possible had to be gleaned from the band and their viewpoints discussed. Likes and dislikes, loves and hates, current trends and fads” (Powell, 2017)

The relationships formed between Hipgnosis and the bands and artists they worked alongside were imperative in their success. The meticulous way that they approached each project was truly a reflection of their passion for the music and how they strived to be successful in an ever-changing industry. Working closely with artists and friends such as Pink Floyd, Black Sabbath, Paul McCartney and Yes to name but a few allowed them to build a reputation and a dynasty within the album artwork and creative field.

This was during the height of the so-called ‘millionaire rock’ movement, in which expensive and complicated record sleeves were all the rage- allowing for bigger budget pieces that would see worldwide releases, which suited the colossal ideas and visions of Hipgnosis so perfectly. They were able to continuously push the envelope with an essentially unlimited budget, which certainly played a part in their incredibly successful 15-year tenure. However, by the early 1980s the Punk movement had arrived with an emphasis on a more rebellious and do-it-yourself attitude that was very much against the lavish style of Hipgnosis, although they were never the most corporate firm in terms of ethos and values, they were tied to larger corporate rock bands and popular releases, which did not fit in with this new era. Hipgnosis continued to create advertising work for a couple of years but frustrations arose when they became less able to create work for themselves- out of passion for music and friendships. They decided to close in 1982 to concentrate on motion picture and animation, leaving behind the record sleeve business as a collective.

Despite their liquidation, Storm Thorgerson continued to create album artwork sporadically and remained a respected and loved designer in the field until his death in 2013.
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One of his most famous and loved recent pieces would actually be one of the last album sleeves Thorgerson designed before his passing. This being Biffy Clyro’s Only Revolutions (2008). This piece of photography is somewhat simple at first glance but unfolds as you delve deeper into it, which is not unlike Biffy Clyro’s music itself. The piece shows a couple wielding two enormous flags, one red and one being blue. This is interesting as it shows opposite colours, suggesting a conflict between the two.  This is further confirmed as you as the viewer looks deeper into the image, as the seemingly male and female characters are concealing a kitchen knife and rolling behind their backs, respectively. It is suggested that this is in reference to a more domestic dispute, which is reflected in the music of heartbreak and conflict, despite the album’s typical upbeat nature.

“…perhaps Biffy thought that real change could only be effected by drastic means, namely revolution, and flags play a strong revolutionary role, enormous flags even more so…” (Thorgerson, 2008)

It is pleasing to see that he was able to maintain his passion for working closely with artists, considering each piece carefully and meticulously to make something that both he and the artist was proud of. Storm Thorgerson remains a benchmark for creativity and design, with his influence on album artwork in the ‘60s right up until 2013 when he passed being truly incredible and undeniable. He was truly as big of a ‘star’ as those he created art for and I feel that the fact he cared so much about the finest details and the artist’s vision themselves that makes him a true legendary figure in graphic design and the music industry.



Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness by John Craig for The Smashing Pumpkins – a critical analysis (in regards to the relationships between album artwork and album contents)
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Regardless that this is probably my single favourite piece of album artwork ever created, I found that when researching the relationship between the artwork and the sound of individual records, The Smashing Pumpkins’ 1995 double-disc opus Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness is an undeniably strong example of a close relationship between album artwork and music. It is used as almost another limb of the mythical being that is the massive album, an extension of its sonic grandeur that paints a visual story that is used so beautifully in conjecture to the record and has only contributed positively to its continuous legacy. Although it has been re-released with alternative covers, the initial artwork remains a clear reflection of the Pumpkins’ intentions and a visual aid for the listener and therefore I have decided to analyse it here.

This piece, created by Pittsburgh illustrator John Craig, is a collage, much like most of his works and is assembled imagery from children’s books, advertisements and, of course, Pre-Raphaelite era oil painting. The main subject of the piece is actually a collage of two paintings of very different eras, the head belonging to Jean-Baptiste Greuze's The Souvenir (Fidelity), 1787-1789. With the body of Raphael's St. Catherine of Alexandria, circa 1507.
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It is not widely known that this image was created through collage, but fans and designers have gained huge appreciation for it, as the meticulous creative process produced a rewarding outcome that serves as a most appropriate accompaniment to the album’s running time as well as its blending of various musical genres and styles. For example, the classic Pre-Raphaelite figure painting, who is dressed in a lavish gown and pearls is certainly resonant of grand orchestral flourishes of piano and strings, which are particularly prominent through the first disc and in tracks such as the critically acclaimed Tonight, Tonight. Whereas the grainy, almost indistinct celestial image from a children’s encyclopedia in the background is very much a nod to the noisy shoegaze elements that The Smashing Pumpkins have been famed for utilising. The model’s expression is also somewhat spaced out ecstatic, which also supports the dreamier side of their shoegaze style. Looking further into the image you notice the harshly pointed, golden metallic star that the subject is almost emerging from. This creates a heavy juxtaposition between the calming serenity of the unnamed woman and this sharp, industrial structure. I feel that this again resonated in the music, as this album switches very quickly between orchestral ballads and grunge or metal inspired anthems with relentless guitar work and distortion. This metal star was actually an element of an advertising campaign, as stated by Craig himself. “I had this whiskey ad, which happened to have these drinks floating on stars. If you look closely, you can see that where the body is inserted into the star, there's a little lip — that was the stem of a cocktail.” (J. Craig for NPR website, 2012). I find this interesting as the figure almost looks to be in a state of drunkenness or euphoria whilst floating through space, although this is likely a more coincidental reference.

Another direct comparison of the sound and the art would be the themes of night and day, which are both conveyed by the album’s two discs respectively. This is again referenced in this album cover, with the right side showing a brighter star or sun that illuminates its surroundings, whereas the left hand side of the cover is darker and more congested by planets and asteroids. Despite the loneliness and solitude that the cover suggests, I feel that there is something to be said about the model facing the lighter side and turning her back to the darkness of her surroundings, with the glint in her eyes and illuminated face, pearls and body, the piece shows a hint of optimism and hope, a rare yet undeniably present theme in this record.

Although not all albums need to convey what the music sounds like so closely, Mellon Collie and the Infinite Sadness truly has one of the greatest album covers from both a visual and contextual standpoint. The way that John Craig’s piece depicts a 2 hour-long journey of self-exploration through space and time is truly unprecedented and will remain with me for as long as I can appreciate both art and music.

It is interesting to me to see that albums that have a more grand and luxurious feel were able to be successful once again in the 1990s after the punk movement had died off somewhat- in regards to how Hipgnosis were forced to liquidate due to lack of interest and changing tastes. It further proves that album artwork, along with graphic design as a whole, is so dynamic and must be versatile enough to change with trends, movements and rising cultures., whilst still being able to revert back to what made it successful 10 or 20 years prior and take inspiration from what has always made it successful. Although Craig’s approach was quite different to that of someone like Storm Thorgerson, I feel that this is an equally impressive and carefully considered outcome.


Popular Artists’ Changing Attitudes Towards Album Artwork – A Look Into Kanye West’s Discography

Kanye West’s impact and continued influence on the music industry is undeniable. His music has been seen as groundbreaking for almost 20 years and he remains one of the most recognisable and sought after artists in the world, transgressing genre. West’s approach to art, music and fashion is always considered to be influential and therefore I find that his attitudes towards album artwork are some of the most important within music and the culture that surrounds it. That being said, I have found a possible correlation that I found interesting in regards to Kanye’s discography and his relationships with the artworks he has used to represent his music.

Kanye’s studio LP career begins with a pivotal trio of albums that each shaped the landscape of hip-hop at the time and continue to serve as benchmarks for innovative rap music, these being the “bear trilogy” of The College Dropout, Late Registration and Graduation. They each feature a now iconic bear costume, meant to represent Kanye himself that was found by chance in the high school that The College Dropout’s album cover was shot in. It has become a mascot and trademark for Kanye and was once an integral part of his brand and image. Its inclusion in this series reflects West’s career changes, feelings and evolution as an artist.
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The College Dropout Album Cover

The artwork for 'The College Dropout' was designed by Eric Duvauchelle, who was part of Roc-A-Fella's in-house brand design team, and is now a lead designer at Nike, which in some ways parallels Kanye’s early move into fashion as he joined Nike before eventually moving to and expanding his own brand with Adidas. The piece shows an anthropomorphic bear wearing street clothes sat on the bleachers at a college with a somber expression. I feel that this image shows that Kanye was always unlike his contemporaries, feeling that he never fit in with the crowd, which was certainly true in regards to his early rap career, where he was seen solely as a producer and not taken seriously as a songwriter and performer. The contrast of the digital photography and classical frame ornaments is somewhat complimentary to the way that Kanye would chop up and sample older soul songs and gospel tracks to create groundbreaking instrumentals that would set him apart from most rappers and producers.
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Late Registration Album Cover


The project in Kanye’s education-themed trilogy, Late Registration, once again depicts the ‘Dropout Bear’ – this time showing him arriving to university. The bear's journey continues through the sleeve notes before finishing on the back cover with Dropout emerging from university. It was designed alongside graphic design studio Morning Breath, Inc. Kanye’s second LP was a hugely important point in his career in regards to his success in breaking through into the mainstream. The depiction of an arrival is highly appropriate in this respect as this was his first massive release and his arrival to stardom. The cover and contents are again related to education but is displayed with the bear as a cartoon character illustration and a photographed background, in comparison to the photographed bear and illustrated foreground of The College Dropout.

The final part of this trilogy, Graduation, sees a change in artistic direction once again, this time featuring the flat illustrative style of Takashi Murakami. This shows the conclusion of the education trilogy by implementing bright colours and more playful cartoon style, which reflects a more positive and happier feel. Having a trilogy follow a theme with shared elements yet to have them presented in such ways that reflect the content is an example of great album artwork in my opinion.
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Graduation Album Cover

Next in Kanye’s discography is another powerful piece used for his 2008 LP, 808s and Heartbreaks. This shows a far more minimal design, with clean, lightly weighted sans serif text against a grey background and a deflated balloon in the shape of a heart in the centre. This is very much true to the theme of the album, as it conveys West’s emotions following the loss of his mother in the previous year.
[image: ]


Fig. 11



808s and Heartbreaks Album Cover
The next installment of Kanye’s discography is his most grand and decadent yet. My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy sees what I feel is the beginning of West’s change in attitude towards album artwork. Upon release MBDTF featured artwork of an explicit nature, causing visible censorship and pixilation to be implemented in digital and some print versions of the album. It is hard to tell whether this is some kind of publicity stunt going for shock value or whether this was Kanye’s true vision. This album’s artwork, however, did see a triple gatefold vinyl pressing with interchangeable front cover art and several accompanying pieces printed on 12” card. In a sense this deluxe package with carefully designed type and professionally painted artwork would be the rapper’s last hurrah in the world of carefully packaged music and in true album artwork in general.
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My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy Album Cover

Yeezus features no album artwork besides a red sticker on an empty CD case. This is one of the most controversial pieces of modern mainstream album artwork to have been created, or not created. Kanye’s fans have drawn comparisons to the minimalistic and barebones nature of the album and the lack of accompanying artwork, however I have always considered this to be somewhat in retaliation to the censoring of My Beautiful dark Twisted Fantasy. Although petty, it does seem like something Mr. West would pull off. In a time where digital streaming and downloads were starting to take over, this was seen as almost the ‘death of the CD’, so to speak. Perhaps foreshadowing of West’s future release, The Life Of Pablo, which saw no physical release whatsoever.
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Yeezus Album Cover


I feel that the artwork for The Life of Pablo, West’s next project, was seen as almost disposable. It was changed several times up to and after the initial digital release, which is interesting to me as there would be no financial repercussions in regards to new pressings or printing physical sleeves. Rather the artwork was pulled from streaming sites such as Spotify and Apple Music and another cover would take its place. This concept was almost mirrored in the music itself as there were numerous changes made to the songs themselves after the initial release, something that would have been unheard of even in recent times. There is an argument to be made that Kanye could be disrespecting the art form that is the album cover. Treating it as an afterthought rather than an essential piece to compliment the hard work that goes into music production. Kanye has made some truly memorable and widely loved artwork in the past as shown previously and once treated it with a much higher level of consideration and respect.
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The Life Of Pablo Album Covers

His most recent solo effort, simply entitled ye, is another prime example of Kanye’s deteriorating relationship with the album cover. This cover was shot using his own iPhone and text placed over in a basic editing app- just half an hour before the album was released at its listening party. It is evident that this would take far less effort and care than each of his pre-Yeezus works and is somewhat disheartening to me, as a designer with a passion for the music industry that such a high profile artist can set an example that design simply does not matter as greatly as it once did.
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ye Album Cover

Conclusion

Ever since its initial boom in the post-world war 2 Jazz era, album artwork has been a constantly evolving means of advertisement and a prominent way of showcasing fantastic works of art. I was firstly intrigued by the relationship between artwork and sound, which I touched on throughout my dissertation and found that album artwork can be used as either a purposeful accompanying piece that holds emotional weight and links to the sonic contents of an album, such as in John Craig’s Mellon Collie and The Infinite Sadness piece for The Smashing Pumpkins, where each element and technique used was intentionally linked to the album or music in some way, making for a timeless piece that is forever linked to the music itself. I have found through looking at the works of Blue note Records that great fundamental design is also imperative when creating a timeless piece of album artwork, organization of type and clever use of imagery such as those found in John Coltrane’s Blue Train, for example, can hold just as much weight as a work of art, so to speak. Album artwork can also be used to contrast with the music itself, and although can sometimes come off as lazy or disappointing, can make for some particularly striking and poignant pieces, namely seen through Kanye West’s more recent pieces, see Yeezus or The Life of Pablo.

Album artwork, along with any form of art and design, is absolutely changing with the times in terms of technologies and industries. This is again best illustrated by Kanye West and the way that he was able to change the album cover for The Life Of Pablo multiple times after its initial release due to the album’s strictly online nature and lack of physical release. It is interesting to me to compare such an approach to older albums such as Mellon Collie, which has only ever received a change in cover for a special 20th anniversary release, which was solely to include other concepts and accompanying artwork by John Craig. 

Despite the resurgence of Vinyl, online streaming and digital downloads are the most convenient and popular way for anyone to make and release music- without the need for a label or widespread physical release. It is because of this that I truly feel that album artwork is more important than ever and will continue to thrive on screen as it has on the cover of a CD or Vinyl record. If anything the ability to change album covers at will is a good thing for designers such as myself, as we are able to showcase more ideas and take on more jobs, despite the fears of our work being taken away and not being able to have the legacy lasting effect that people such as Jim Flora or Storm Thorgerson.

Through my research into Storm Thorgerson I have taken that, much like the icons behind the albums he produced artwork for, Storm Thorgerson always looked to put his own flair on everything he did. His work is just as full of his own personal expression as it is of precise representation of the music it is made for, which I feel is a desirable standard to aim for when considering a job such as this. Storm was able to use the briefs bestowed upon him as a release for his own emotions and angst. This is something that I personally admire and hope to be able to leave my mark in everything I do, rather than just following a straight brief every time. To have people want you specifically for a project is enough but to become absolutely renowned for doing something that you love is the pinnacle of any passion or practice. I think that despite its changing nature, album artwork will always be something that I love and hold close and is a constant reminder as to why I chose became a designer in the first place. The ability to adapt to new technologies and trends is something that, quite frankly, every designer must possess in order to be successful in today’s climate and therefore, the changing nature of album artwork from print to digital and online streaming must be embraced and seen as only a challenge, not a disappointment.
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